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Adult Support in Children's Digital Learning: Exploring Guidance, Interaction and Independence in Early-years Settings.
As digital technology becomes a common part of children's everyday lives, developing the skills to interact with this technology becomes increasingly important. These digital skills can be developed within early years settings through learning opportunities integrated into everyday activities and supported with appropriate adult guidance. This literature review will examine existing research to explore whether there is a positive association between adult co-use of digital technology and children's learning and what effective adult support, guidance and interaction may look like.
Research suggests that adult co-use has small positive associations with learning. Taylor et al. (2024) reviewed 17 studies involving 1,288 children and found that there was a small positive learning benefit associated with adult co-use, this finding is supported by Mallawaarachchi et al. (2024) who also discovered a slightly improved learning ability when adult co use was used. Kervin et al. (2026) also found that the way adults support children during interactions had an influence on the child’s choices, control and opportunities. However, much of the evidence came from home or family contexts so it may not be directly transferable to early years settings. This is strengthened by Edwards et al. (2017), as they question the idea that children’s experiences of technology at home should be matched in early-years settings without considering the nature of those environments. Adult support in early-years settings may differ due to adult-to-child ratios, divided practitioner attention, shared resources and the needs of the wider group. 
Another important consideration is how adults balance guidance with child led exploration. Plowman and Stephen (2013) identify that adult interaction includes both proximal support through direct help during an activity and distal support with indirect help through planning and organising the learning environment, this view is supported by Kervin et al. (2026) who writes that too much adult control can restrict children’s independence and affect the agency of the child. The Department of Education (DfE, 2026) guidance on screen use says that adult co-engagement and supervision are recommended when children use screens. It encourages adults to interact with children by asking questions and discussing content during screen-based activities. However, it doesn’t detail how much guidance should be given when completing an activity. When practitioners provide unnecessary guidance, a child may become less engaged with the activity as they already have the knowledge and skills to perform the task independently. 
Research also suggests how adults support children matter, it is not a simple case of whether adults are involved. Kervin et al. (2026) highlights that adults who take over control can limit children’s choices, independence and involvement, this is also highlighted by Bourbour (2023) which tells us that teacher led digital activities can restrict children’s participation, while playful interactive approaches can encourage engagement. However, we need to be mindful that these findings may not apply to every early-year’s setting as Bourbour (2023) specifically studied interactive whiteboards. Other settings may use different technology, such as tablets, which may encourage different types of interaction and produce different findings. The Digital Competence Framework recognises that children develop digital technology skills with adult support but again it doesn’t specify a fixed amount of adult guidance Welsh Government, (2022), suggesting that it may vary depending on each child’s ability. Rogoff (1995) also suggests that children learn through shared activities and interactions with others. This highlights the importance of the way adults participate alongside children. Rather than just being present, practitioners can support children as they learn and explore, but they also need to balance providing guidance with allowing children to do things independently. 
Another theme identified within the research is that good general teaching does not automatically transfer into good digital teaching. Howard et al. (2026) points out that while general teaching quality was high, the quality of digital interactions was not always equally high. Likewise, Plowman and Stephen (2013) hold the view that practitioners already used responsive support when children were playing, however they did not consistently use those same approaches when children were using digital technology. Additionally, practitioners who lack confidence in using digital technology may find it harder to provide appropriate guidance to the activity. The Curriculum for Wales Science and Technology guidance also highlights that practitioners need to understand how and when to develop children’s digital skills Welsh Government (2022). Activities need to build on a child’s existing experience and support further learning. Practitioners also have flexibility when planning digital experiences, allowing them to adjust activities to meet children’s individual needs. This suggests that practitioners need more than basic digital competence. They also require good teaching and interaction skills to assess children’s abilities, plan suitable activities and adjust their support accordingly to encourage children’s engagement with digital technology.
The findings from my research highlight that there is a small positive association with learning from adult co-use when using digital technology, but I need to be mindful that a lot of the data is gathered from family and home context and may not necessarily transfer to early years settings. I also discovered that the amount of guidance and support can have either a positive or negative impact on a child’s learning outcome. The adult’s balance of guidance and control needs to reflect the child’s abilities and needs and support learning and exploration. Another thing my research discovered was that the type of interaction the adult provides may be just as important as the amount of guidance and support provided. The only support a child may need is simple interactions such as asking questions and shared exploration rather than lots of directed guidance. Overall, I found that practitioners need more than basic digital skills. They also need effective communication, planning and observation skills to adjust experiences accordingly based on the individual child’s needs. Given everything I have discovered I feel there is still a need to understand if there is a positive outcome of child-adult co-use and which approaches to adult support seem most beneficial to children while also considering their individual abilities, independence and engagement.
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Qualitative research explores people’s behaviours, experiences and interactions. It helps researchers understand how and why things occur. Hammersley (2013, cited in Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) describes qualitative research as a form of social inquiry that is data-driven and flexible, using unstructured data to highlight the role of subjectivity in the research process. This approach allows researchers to study naturally occurring situations in greater detail, focusing on people’s experiences and behaviours rather than just statistics. Similarly, Lim (2024) highlights how qualitative research gives a unique view to explore context and experience.
This is especially important to my research as I want to investigate how practitioners’ interactions, guidance and support influence children’s experiences when using digital technologies. Qualitative research will help me see whether and how the practitioner’s encouragement influences the child’s confidence, if the guidance helps the child overcome the difficulty they are facing, if the interaction hinders the child’s exploration or independence. It will also help me to understand how the practitioner offers guidance, whether through questions or by giving instructions.
Qualitative research will provide a deeper understanding of these interactions and their influence on children’s experiences, rather than simply measuring how often practitioners offer support.
Naturalistic observations involve observing behaviour in everyday settings without interference. Bradley (2021, pp. 26–27) explains that this allows the researcher to record people’s behaviours in everyday environments as they naturally occur. It limits interference and control over what is happening during the observation. A familiar environment allows participants to behave more naturally, which may make the findings more relevant to everyday settings.
This is supported by Lambert (2019), who explains that observations involve examining educator–learner interactions, highlighting the teaching strategies used and the resources available.
I believe that observations are the best approach for my research because they allow participants to feel more comfortable in their everyday setting and routine. They allow me to observe the use of digital technologies without unnecessarily disrupting the participants. I want to understand the way practitioners offer guidance and support rather than just knowing they offered support. I want to see how these interactions impact the participants rather than relying on practitioners explaining their actions afterwards.
I also believe naturalistic observations are an age-appropriate method for young children, as they allow children to continue with familiar activities without needing to answer questions or explain their experiences verbally. This allows me to observe their responses to practitioners’ guidance and support in a way that is suitable for their age and development.
For my research, I want to take written notes and make video recordings of the observations as they occur. I would select four practitioners in their early years setting as they carry out a digital activity. I will observe each practitioner twice for a duration of 20–30 minutes. The use of video will allow me to review the interactions afterwards and use them to support my semi-structured interviews. I will be paying close attention to how practitioners offer guidance and support and how children respond.
One limitation of naturalistic observations is the Hawthorne effect. Oswald, Sherratt and Smith (2014) explain that people may change their normal behaviour when they know they are being watched or studied. This could influence my research because practitioners may offer more guidance and support than they usually would. To reduce this, I would try to make practitioners feel comfortable and relaxed so they can carry on with their normal routines.
I chose observations rather than questionnaires because questionnaires would rely on practitioners describing how they support children. By observing them directly, I can see how they offer guidance and how children respond during the activity, rather than relying only on what practitioners say they do.
Semi-structured interviews are prepared with topics and questions but allow flexibility to change the wording or ask follow-up questions as the interview progresses (DeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2019).
Having a prepared interview guide helps to give structure to the process without making it too rigid. Kallio et al. (2016) highlight how an interview guide can provide structure but add that it doesn’t need to be strictly followed. They also discuss the importance of considering what information needs to be collected.
For my research, I would prepare open-ended questions about how practitioners guide and support children using digital technology but allow for flexibility to explore their answers further.
Video-stimulated recall is the process of showing participants recordings of their own behaviour. This may help them remember what happened and reflect on why it happened.
Paskins et al. (2017) explain that video recordings can help participants explore their beliefs, feelings and thoughts surrounding previous interactions.
I would also pair my semi-structured interviews with video-stimulated recall, showing selected clips from my observation recordings. This will give practitioners a chance to reflect on the interactions and guidance they offered. It will also give me the opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of the practitioners’ experiences and interactions.
A limitation of semi-structured interviews is that participants may struggle to remember why they performed a particular action or offered certain guidance.
Paskins et al. (2017) highlight how participants can have difficulty recalling previous events accurately, meaning important details may be forgotten.
Even with the assistance of video recordings, practitioners may not remember everything they were thinking at the time.
I chose semi-structured interviews rather than structured interviews because they allow more flexibility to explore the reasons behind practitioners’ actions and gain a deeper understanding of why they offer particular guidance and support. Structured interviews follow a more rigid format, which may limit the opportunity to explore answers further and could mean missing important information relevant to my research.
Purposive sampling involves deliberately selecting participants who are best suited to the research. These participants will have particular knowledge or experience that is relevant to the research being undertaken. Campbell et al. (2020) explain that purposive sampling matches participants to the aims and objectives of the research, helping to improve the trustworthiness of the findings.
For my research, I would select four early-years practitioners who are currently working in an early-years setting and regularly support children using digital technology. Their knowledge and experiences would be directly relevant to my research question.
I chose purposive sampling because I am looking for a specific group of participants who have experience in providing guidance and support to children using digital technology. This experience is important because I want to observe how they offer support during digital activities. Purposive sampling allows me to select participants with relevant knowledge and experience, whereas voluntary sampling could result in participants who do not have the experience needed for my research.
One limitation of purposive sampling in my research is the small sample size. As I am only selecting four practitioners, this may limit the amount and variety of information I collect. A larger sample could provide a wider range of experiences and perspectives, whereas a smaller sample may affect the depth and breadth of my findings.
Thematic analysis involves examining qualitative data to identify patterns and common themes that run through it.
Naeem et al. (2023) explain that thematic analysis involves identifying and reporting patterns found within the data. They describe the steps involved in this process, including becoming familiar with the data, identifying keywords, coding and developing themes.
For my research, I would review my observation notes, video recordings and interviews to identify common patterns or themes in how practitioners offer guidance and support and how they interact with children during digital activities.
Triangulation is the process of comparing and combining different sources of evidence to gain a better understanding of the research topic.
Roberts-Holmes (2018, p. 84) supports this by explaining that triangulation allows researchers to compare evidence from different methods, which in turn helps to strengthen the validity of their findings.
For my research, I would compare what practitioners say during interviews with what I observed during the digital activities. This would help me understand whether the guidance and support they provided matches the explanations they gave during their interviews.
The Halo effect is a type of bias that can occur without the researcher being aware of it. It happens when an impression of someone influences how we judge their behaviours or qualities.
Gabrieli et al. (2021) explain that the Halo effect occurs when an impression formed about one characteristic of a person influences how we judge their other characteristics. This can lead to judgements being influenced by our own impressions rather than what we actually observe.
This could affect my research as I may judge a practitioner’s actions based on my personal opinion of them rather than what I actually observe. To reduce this bias, I would need to be aware of my own views and focus on the evidence collected through my observations and recordings rather than any preconceived opinions.
I chose thematic analysis because I want to identify common patterns in how practitioners offer guidance and support during digital activities. This will help me gain a deeper understanding of how these interactions influence children’s experiences, rather than simply counting how often support is provided.
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Informed voluntary consent can only be given once participants understand what they are agreeing to. 
Participants may feel influenced or obligated to take part in research. BERA (2024, paragraph 20) highlights that potential participants may not be in a social position to participate. This is also suggested by Negrin et al. (2022), who explain that gatekeepers can make participants feel obligated to take part in research. To mitigate this, a general participation invitation could be used, with follow-up discussions taking place privately to discuss consent and explain that refusals will remain confidential.
Children’s assent means recognising a child’s desire to participate. As emphasised by NCRM (n.d.), children who aren’t competent to consent should still have the right to assent to participation. A child should not automatically be included in research just because parents have given consent. To mitigate this, it needs to be recognised that assent can be monitored through non-verbal behaviour (BPS, 2021, Section 4.7, p. 17). This can be achieved by observing whether a child becomes withdrawn, unusually quiet, unwilling to engage, verbally says no or shows discomfort through body language.
All actions concerning children should consider their best interests. This is prominent in the UNCRC (1989, Articles 3(1) and 12(1)), which states that children capable of forming their own views have the right to express them freely in matters affecting them. To mitigate these circumstances, the child’s wellbeing would take priority. If a child becomes distressed or uncomfortable with being observed, their wishes would be respected and the observation stopped.
All participants have the right to withdraw from research without giving a reason. BERA (2024, paragraph 31) highlights that participants should understand how to withdraw and researchers must respect their decision. Discussions about re-engaging should be handled carefully to avoid pressure or coercion, and incentives shouldn’t be offered to persuade them to stay. To mitigate these circumstances, I would clearly explain that participation is voluntary, how participants can withdraw and at what stage their data could no longer be withdrawn, for example, once fully anonymised and incorporated into the completed analysis.
All participants will need clear information about what the research involves, including their choices and rights. BERA (2024, paragraph 27) explains that researchers should be open and honest about their research. Non-disclosure should be avoided unless justified, and withholding information should be carefully considered (BPS, 2021, Section 7, p. 23).
To mitigate the risk of participants not understanding what is involved, I would provide information sheets to parents and practitioners explaining the purpose, what will be observed, the duration and location of the two observations and what is expected of them. I would also explain that video recordings will be made, withdrawal rights, data storage and how recordings will be used.
Graham et al. (2013, p. 58) emphasise that children must understand their participation, including the risks and benefits, to make a meaningful choice. Parents must also understand their child’s involvement. I would use age-appropriate language or pictures and check children’s understanding (BPS, 2021, Section 4.6, p. 17).
Protecting participants’ confidentiality and anonymity is an important ethical responsibility, particularly when research involves children and video recordings. BERA (2024, paragraph 39) emphasises that participants and institutions have a right to privacy and that anonymisation and pseudonymisation can protect their identities. Researchers must also recognise that participants may wish to be identified and have the right to waive their anonymity or confidentiality. To mitigate the risk of identification, I would use pseudonyms such as Practitioner 1–4 and Child A–D.
BERA (2024, paragraph 40) explains that anonymity isn’t always possible in small communities or identifiable institutions. To mitigate this risk, I would avoid including place names or identifying details that could reveal the early years setting or participants.
BERA (2024, paragraph 41) explains that maintaining anonymity can be difficult with video recordings because participants may be recognised through their appearance or behaviour. This is particularly important to my research because observations will capture identifiable practitioners and children, even when pseudonyms are used. To mitigate this risk, I would avoid including identifiable video recordings in my research findings.
Graham et al. (2013, Privacy and Confidentiality, p. 4) emphasise that researchers have a responsibility to protect private information shared with them. Participants should also be able to speak privately and freely during data collection. To mitigate the risk of conversations being overheard, I would carry out semi-structured interviews with practitioners in a private room where others cannot hear what is discussed.
BERA (2024, paragraph 48) explains that confidentiality may need to be broken when information suggests someone is at risk of harm. If safeguarding concerns arose during my observations or semi-structured interviews, I would follow the setting’s safeguarding procedures and report concerns to the designated safeguarding lead. I would also seek advice from my university lecturer where appropriate. To ensure participants understand the limits of confidentiality, I would explain these circumstances in the information sheets before research begins.
Research involving young children and practitioners can present ethical risks. BPS (2021, Section 3, pp. 10–11) suggests that children may be more vulnerable to potential harm. Graham et al. (2013, Harms and Benefits, pp. 31–32) highlight that researchers may unintentionally cause harm if they lack the skills or experience required. ERIC also emphasises that the benefits of research should outweigh the risks to children.
To mitigate these risks, I would ensure my approach is age-appropriate and consider how my presence could make children feel uncomfortable. I would position myself away from direct involvement and keep the camera stationary to minimise distractions. If a child shows signs of unwillingness to participate, I would stop recording, as their wellbeing must take priority over the research.
Practitioners may face ethical risks when their professional practice is observed and video-recorded. BPS (2021, Section 3, pp. 10–11) emphasises potential impacts on participants’ self-esteem, confidence and professional standing. Practitioners may feel that their abilities are being judged, while disclosure of identifiable recordings or findings could affect their professional reputation or employment.
To mitigate these concerns, I would reassure practitioners that my research aims to understand adult–child interactions rather than evaluate their performance. I would also ensure identifiable recordings are only accessible to those authorised to access the research data.
Researchers must consider risks to their physical and psychological wellbeing. BERA (2024, paragraph 82) highlights the importance of researcher safety and wellbeing. UWTSD (n.d., Section 7, p. 10) identifies risks such as lone working, environmental hazards and injury or illness.
During my observations, I could face risks to my physical and emotional wellbeing if I witnessed a child becoming distressed or encountered a safeguarding concern. Environmental hazards could also present trip hazards around children’s furniture and recording equipment.
To mitigate these risks, I would complete a risk assessment and consider the positioning of recording equipment. I would familiarise myself with the setting’s safeguarding procedures and seek support from my university lecturer if something affected my emotional wellbeing.
Research can present ethical risks to the university if appropriate procedures are not followed. UWTSD’s Research Ethics and Code of Practice (n.d., Section 4, p. 4) highlights the importance of research integrity, accountability and ethical standards. I would need to gain ethical approval and consider risks to the university’s reputation.
Failure to follow ethical procedures could damage the university’s reputation and public trust in future research. I would mitigate this by following approved procedures and seeking guidance from my university lecturer if I was unsure of anything.
When conducting research involving young children and practitioners, I would need to consider how their personal information is collected, stored and protected. The UK GDPR and Data Protection Act 2018 set out the legal requirements for protecting personal information. The Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO, n.d.) highlights that researchers should only collect information that is needed and ensure it is kept secure. This is important because video recordings could identify children and practitioners.
The ICO (n.d.) explains that personal information should only be collected for a clear purpose. BERA (2024, paragraph 39) also highlights the importance of protecting participants’ privacy. During observations and interviews, I would explain how information would be used and who would have access to it. Participants could still be identified through their faces and voices, even when pseudonyms are used.
Participants have rights under UK GDPR. The ICO (n.d.) explains that individuals have the right to know how their information is used and request access, although research exemptions may apply. I would explain these rights in information sheets and seek guidance from the university if a participant requested access.
UWTSD’s Research Ethics and Code of Practice (n.d., Section 6, pp. 9–10) highlights the importance of considering risks to participants’ personal information. It explains that a Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA) can identify these risks and how they could be reduced. As my research involves children and video recordings, I would check whether a DPIA was required and ensure appropriate procedures were followed before beginning my research.
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