Are milestone assessments still a valid method of ascertaining levels of development in children within the early years?
This research project aims to gain a better understanding of the purpose and validity of milestone assessments for children and whether the results of these tests provide professionals with a clear, reliable indication of a child’s abilities to enable them to plan and implement the next steps in a child’s learning journey.  With the introduction of the new curriculum in Wales, the emphasis is on every child’s learning journey as unique and each child developing at their own pace.  The study will include 10 children aged 3 and 4 years across two funded non maintained early years setting within a local authority in South Wales.  The proposed research will send out both quantitative and qualitative questionnaires to participants, namely, practitioners within the two early years settings.  It will also carry out observations on how the tests are carried out and by whom followed by interviews with both the adult and child participants.  The study will utilise triangulation to test the accuracy of the results and the study will be carried out in accordance with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David UWTSD (2022) and the British Educational Research Association BERA (2018) research and ethical guidelines.  Voluntary, informed consent from practitioners, parents or carers, which will include discussions with the child, will be gained beforehand and assent from children will also be continually gained prior to any activity beginning.
This study aims to review the validity and reliability of milestone assessments within the early years as the new curriculum in Wales highlights the needs to cater to each child’s unique journey (Education Wales, 2022).
Literature review
The curriculum in Wales (Welsh Government 2022) describes every child as unique and emphasises the need for skilled practitioners willing to adapt settings and plan in the moment to cater for each child’s interests and needs.  It also emphasises the importance of the five areas of supporting each child through their own, holistic and unique learning journey.  Froebel ascertained that early years settings should adapt to each child’s uniqueness to ensure that they are responsive to each child’s learning journey (Bradbury and Swailes 2022).  The Reggio Emilia approach similarly supports facilitation rather than teaching, practitioners should follow the child’s lead as they will lead the way in their own learning (Hall, 2010).  Murray (2021) agrees that a child led approach, such as that pioneered by theorists such as Montesorri, Froebel and Isaacs are effective methods for furthering a child’s development.  It could be argued that milestone assessments may not be an appropriate tool when applying this approach that is promoted within the new curriculum.
There is a varied approach to assessing and observing children within the early years, Welsh Government (2015) sets out guidelines for assessment using the Foundation Phase Profile Handbook for practitioners to use to gain an understanding of where a child sits on a skills ladder and how to implement results in future planning, the document emphasises that the profile is to designed to be part of the whole, holistic approach to child development, however, it does rank a child’s skills in line with an age range of when a child is expected to achieve certain skills, this it could be argued goes against the curriculums ideals of every child’s journey being personal to them. 
The Schedule of Growing Skills (SOGS) assessment is a milestone based test that can be carried out by health visitors and other professionals to assess where a child sits developmentally (GL Assessment no date), claims the results of these tests are accurate and can be achieved in approximately an hour, , however, it could be argued that health visitors coming into a home environment knows little of the child they are visiting, and the child may view them a stranger entering their home.  This may lead to a child not producing the results they could achieve if the test were carried out in a different manner by a person or people they know and trust. 
Mc Innes et al. (2011) argue that children should be co-constructors of their learning and that practitioners should allow children to take the lead in their own learning rather than adult imposing learning.   to milestone tick sheets where boxes need to be ticked rather than following a child’s natural curiosity for learning new knowledge and skills of their own choosing
A study carried out by Montellana et al. (2019) argues that milestone assessments of children diagnosed with autism displayed good reliability in the results given by two assessors agreeing on the milestones reached.  These results show that milestone assessments could be a more universally employed technique as the reliability of two assessors reaching the same conclusion as to a child’s ability matched over 98% of the time.  This study favours a particular method of milestone assessment as a tool for goal orientated planning for children already diagnosed with autism and may not be suitably applied universally.  Conversely, Smidt (2005) and Sharman, Cross and Vennis (2015) discuss the importance of spontaneous observation, utilising written, diagrammatic and sampling techniques which could be a more effective, less obtrusive method of observation.  It can also be argued that when carrying out observations different people will observe different aspects of a behaviour or activity (Gardner, 2012) which can lead to points being missed. 
Vygotsky argued that practitioners should be aware of a child’s zone of proximal development, knowing where a child is developmentally to plan or assist them to move onto the next learning step (Zaretsky, 2015).  Sustained shared thinking also promotes this theory, by knowing a child through higher level interactions with a child and more in-depth observations, practitioners should know where a child is developmentally thereby, able to anticipate their next steps and plan and adapt a setting accordingly (Sirai et al 2015).
Countries, such as Australia, utilise milestone assessments to gain a better understanding of a child’s development (Australian Government Department of Social Services, 2015), however, like the foundation phase profile handbook, the milestones are viewed as guidelines and utilised to identify when concerns may need to be raised.  
This study aims to gain a better insight to teachers and practitioners view as to their validity and usefulness in supporting a child’s development through questionnaires, interviews and observations.
Methodological considerations
Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2013) argue that the quality of information gained through research comes from the sampling chosen by the researcher.  Sampling being the group of participants chosen to take part in a study by the researcher (Robert-Holmes 2018) and (Newby 2014).  
The method of data collection for this study will be through purposive sampling.  Purposive sampling, as described by Newby (2014) and (Bell and Waters, 2017), is preferable where whole populations cannot be reached due to time and funding constraints and where no current data is available on a subject.  Purposive sampling may also be appropriate where the researcher intends to target a specific group.  Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2013), argue that although purposive sampling may have drawbacks such as not being representative of the general population, it is preferable where the research is on a small scale where the researcher is not intending to generalise their findings beyond the chosen topic.  Callan and Reed (2011) similarly agree that purposive sampling is preferred where the researcher can target relevant data but, highlights the need to be aware of convenience sampling as this may lead the researcher to choose participants that they are familiar or friendly with which could lead to bias. 
These considerations make purposive sampling the preferred method of selecting participants for this study as achieving a random sample would prove too time consuming and costly for the size of the study and the number of researchers involved.  The participants of this study will be ten early years practitioners, and six children aged between 2-4 years based in two settings within a local authority in Wales with flying start provision.
Bell and Waters (2017) argue that a researcher must first decide what answers they are looking for before deciding on their methodology, Clough and Nutbrown (2012) suggest that research should aim to investigate, enquire and explore to gain a deeper understand of a topic or issue. In the terms of this study, a mixed method approach will be utilised through both quantitative and qualitative methods allowing the researcher to gain a deeper insight into a topic, (Robert-Holmes 2018), thereby gaining a better understanding of the thoughts, feelings and emotions of the participants towards the use of milestone assessments within the early years.
This study will utilise quantitative questionnaires and qualitative interviews and observations to explore the perceived benefits and/or drawbacks and consider the feelings and experiences of milestone assessments as viewed by both the practitioners and the children involved.  Newby (2014),Bell and Waters (2017) and Robert-Holmes (2018) agree that a mixed method approach, including quantitative and qualitative research, may allow the researcher to come to a more complete and reliable conclusion as the topic can be studied from several viewpoints whereby comparisons and similarities can be identified produced a well-balanced conclusion.  
The quantitative aspect of the research aims to collect facts by asking closed questions during the questionnaire phase, for example, yes/no answers or scales of 0-5, thereby allowing the researcher to quantify their results and present them in numerical form (Atkins and Wallace, 2012).  Quantitative data collection is better suited to producing numerical data, however, Gorard (2001) argues that if a researcher chooses to go forward with a study by action research, focus groups or observations, all of which are qualitative methods, they must first start from a quantitative base.
Nolan, MacFarlane and Cartmel (2013) argue that quantitative data collection does not always enable a researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of a topic which is required for this study which could be viewed as a weakness of this study.  The use of a questionnaire with closed questions does not allow for any expansion on personal views or opinions, however, the purpose of using the quantitative questions is to provide evidence as to whether there is confidence or a lack of on the validity and usefulness of milestone assessments for planning and supporting development within the early years.  The researcher will design and adapt interview questions to focus in on and expand on the quantitative information received, thereby obtaining the deeper understanding of any trends identified through further investigation.
Qualitative research will also be utilised during the study, the term qualitative refers to the interview and observation aspect of the study.  The researcher has chosen this include this method as qualitative methods allow for personal opinions and perceptions to be explored.  Nolan, Mac Farlane and Cartmel (2013) and Newby (2014) argue that qualitative research is appropriate where more complex human emotions and circumstances are investigated.
When using a qualitative method, researchers should demonstrate the ability to reflect on their motivations and, potentially, their own biases and how that may affect the outcomes of their research (Musgrave, 2019, p.7).  Atkins and Wallace (2012) and Newby (2014) similarly agree that qualitative research may reflect the researchers own perceptions of policy, participants or responses and that these should be reflected upon and discussed in their findings.  (Gabrieli et al. 2021) describes one form of bias through the halo effect, the formation of an assumption based on a single, unrelatable trait, for example, if a person is well dressed, they must be intelligent, again this should be reflected upon during conclusion. 
This study will use a semi-structured style of interviewing to allow for the interview to feel more relaxed and informal and to allow questions to be adapted as the interview develops (Winwood, 2019), this could help focus in on any relevant topics or move away from areas that are not. Cohen et al (2011) ascertain that interviews are a multi-sensory form of data collection as the researcher can capture verbal, non-verbal, spoken and heard information, however, there is the concern that a researcher may, through observing or questioning participants cause a change to how the participants respond or behave because they are aware of being observed or are trying to give the correct answers or responses that they may think the researcher wants to hear.  This phenomenon is described as the Hawthorne effect (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014). They also suggest a six step protocol to overcoming this effect through building trusting relationships between researcher and participants promoting more natural behaviours.  
This study will utilise an ethnographic approach to try to alleviate both the halo and the hawthorne effect.  The researcher will visit the two settings repeatedly over a period of six months to ensure the participants feel relaxed and comfortable with the presence of the researcher allowing them to behave more naturally during observations and interviews.  An ethnographic approach allows the researcher to share the lives and experiences of the participants (Rozsahegyi, 2019, p25) and (Siraj-Blatchford, 2010 - p271).  Assuncao (2010, p239) and Cosaro and Molinari (2017 – p11) similarly suggest that integrating into a setting over several visits could be beneficial to a study as the children will become accustomed to the researcher and come to view them as another adult within the setting with their own role.
The study will also include observations of how and by whom the assessments are carried out to better understand the feelings and emotions of participants as they do the assessments.  Howard and McInnes (2011) highlights the need for play like observations in relaxed, comfortable environments to ensure that a child performs at their best, this links to the ethnographic approach as the researcher aims to visit both settings regularly over the six months period to build up a rapport with the participants in the hope that when the observations are carried out both the practitioners and the children involved will behave more naturally. 
Page (2017) highlights the importance of professional love, where practitioners are standing in for parents and the ability of practitioners to build relationships with babies and young children.  This also links to the child feeling comfortable and relaxed in a setting to enable any assessments or observations to be carried out under the most natural conditions.
The study will utilise triangulation.  Cohen et al (2011) ascertains that triangulation is the use of two or more methods of research that demonstrates depth of investigation and improved reliability, allowing the researcher to establish concurrent validity particularly when using qualitative research.  Robert-Holmes (2018) similarly suggests that through a mixed method approach and the triangulation of two different sets of data collected, a researcher is better able to demonstrate confidence and reliability of results.  Two sets of data collected through different methods that agree may demonstrate triangulation of research.  It will be utilised during this study to ensure that questions answered, in what will be anonymous questionnaires, correlates to the answers given during interviews and observations made within the setting.

Ethical Considerations
Since the Nuremberg trials (1947-1949) the importance of ethics and ethical considerations have been at the forefront of modern research; how to keep participants safe from abuses, manipulation and deception (Jotterand et al, 2010).  This research proposal will look at voluntary, informed consent from parents, with children involved in the discussion, informed consent from practitioners and assent from the children.  How risk to participants, researchers and sponsors will be minimised where possible and how confidentiality and anonymity will be protected.
BERA (2018) ascertains that informed consent means that every participant should be fully aware of what the research involves, why they are being asked to participate and how their data will be used, they should also made aware of the right to withdraw at any point without any consequences. Ethical Research Involving Children ERIC (2019) and Clark et al. (2013) argue that researchers should seek informed consent from children, through explaining the research in an age-appropriate manner and by ensuring they are aware that the consent is negotiable and renegotiable as the research evolves; they must also be aware of their right to withdraw consent/assent at any point without any repercussions to themselves or their families. 
ERIC (2019) also highlights the difference between consent, where a signature or some form of written consent is obtained and assent, which is a verbal agreement to participate.  They argue that the use of assent is not universally recognised and questions a child’s legal right to consent, however, UNICEF (no date) argues that under the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) article 12, a child’s voice should be heard in all matters that relate to them and that their views are valued and respected. The University of Wales Trinity Saint David UWTSD (2022) also encourages those who carry out research with children to listen to the voice of the child to ensure their right to participate fully in society is respected and upheld, obtaining assent from younger children where possible, alongside parental or carer informed consent.  If however, a parent consents but a child refuses to participate, the decision of the child is foremost and must be respected.
Maine, Howitt and Rennie (2017) suggest a three-stage process to gain consent from children to participate in a project, looking at an interactive narrative approach where the child is included in the informed consent part with the parent/carer.  By involving a child from the beginning of the process, the quality of the informing, the understanding and the participation should be further enhanced for the child and is designed to fully exercise their rights. Harcourt, Perry and Waller (2011) similarly suggest carrying out any research in partnership with children, respecting their viewpoints and opinions.  
As participants will be informed beforehand through discussions including both adults the children (Maine, Howitt and Rennie, 2017) what will be involved in the study, how it will be conducted, for example, questionnaires to be filled out, followed by several visits to the chosen settings which will include observations and interviews.  Assent will also be gained through informing each child, using age-appropriate language, the purpose of the research and any activities involved.  They will also be made aware that participation is optional, they can stop the activities at any time they choose.  
Assent will be sought at the start of each activity on each visit to ensure that the child is aware of the negotiable nature of the assent as discussed earlier.  They will also be made aware of their right to withdraw and given the information needed to make a complaint, UWTSD (2022) and BERA (2019).  This links to the UNCRC article 13, freedom of expression and a right to access information.  Adopting the above principles, the child will be involved in the informed consent process alongside their parent or carer to ensure they are treated equally in the research and have a say in how it is conducted.
Robert-Holmes (2018) and argues that a researcher may inadvertently cause upset to a child through asking a question they can’t answer or believe their answer will be wrong and reflect badly upon themselves or their families.  During this research, a practitioner who knows the child well will always be present when they are being observed to ensure that this risk is minimised, the researcher will also use their own judgement and will stop an activity if they deem it necessary (BERA, 2018) and (Coe et al. 2021).  Each child will be asked set questions after the observations which will be given to parents and practitioners beforehand in case, they feel any may cause upset, in which case they can be skipped, or the questions missed entirely.  Any activities or layout of questions will be deemed acceptable through the university’s ethical approval process (UWTSD 2022).
The same principles apply to adult participants, practitioners will be made reminded of their right to withdraw before any activities begin and will be able to put a stop to any observation or interview if they feel any form of upset or distress , (UWTSD 2022) and (BERA 2018), the researcher will also use their judgement and stop any activities if they deem it necessary (Robert-Holmes 2018) and (Coe et al. 2021).
The researcher should also be aware of any risks to themselves (Robert-Holmes 2018).  To minimise the risk of accusation of any inappropriate behaviour by the researcher and more importantly to minimise the risk of upset or any mental distress to the child, a practitioner from each setting will always be present during the researcher’s visits, the researcher will have a current Disclosure and Barring Service certificate that enables them to work with children (UWTSD, 2022).  Conflict of interests will be avoided by being open and honest with participants, as suggested by United Kingdom Research Integrity Office UKRIO (2023) and Robert-Holmes (2018).  Any questions asked of the researcher will be answered honestly and openly, as recommended by BERA (2019) and UKRIO (2023).  As mentioned earlier, informed consent by parents/carers and practitioners will be gained beforehand and children’s assent will be continually rechecked throughout the study, thereby ensuring that participants are happy to continue with the research.
Risk to the credibility and integrity of the University will be mitigated by the researcher conducting themselves professionally and inline with UTWSD (2022) research ethics and integrity code of practice and as discussed earlier, consent and assent will be gained inline with BERA (2019) and UWTSD (2022) guidelines.  The researcher will also consider any help and advice participants may feel they need through any harm caused by the research and, if needed, will signpost participants to the correct agency.
There will be no incentives used during this research, it is discouraged under BERA (2018) and ERIC (2018) guidelines as it may affect the outcome of the research if participants feel they need to adapt or change their behaviour or responses to gain a reward and, as such, will not be utilised.
Researchers must also ensure that participants anonymity is protected (Robert-Holmes, 2018), and any data collection is kept in a safe and secure manner.  The participants must be made aware of what type of information will be kept on them, for example, name, age, address, ethnicity, in line with General Data Protection Regulation GDPR (2018), UWTSD (2022) and BERA (2018) guidelines.  For this study, only information relevant to the study will be collected.  The settings will be referred to as A and B and the participants will be adult 1,2, 3 and child 1,2,3.  Any paperwork collected or notes scribed will be kept safe in locked filing cabinets and any data collected electronically will be uploaded at the earliest possible opportunity to the University’s one drive, any computer, laptops or other mobile data collection devices will be password protected.
Participants will be made aware that they have the right to access any data held by the researcher and university, in accordance with the Data Protection (2014) and how they may request this information (UWTSD 2022).  
Participants and parents/carers will be made aware that anonymity may be compromised if a child safeguarding issue were to arise (Robert-Holmes, 2018) if, for example, a researcher must follow safeguarding procedures if they witnessed something they deem a safeguarding issue.  In this instance, the setting safeguarding procedures would be followed as all the research from gaining consent and assent to the interview and observations will take place within the two proposed settings.  It is recommended that a researcher reports any concerns to their sponsors throughout the study (UWTSD, 2022).



 


 

