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To what extent do early disadvantages shape a child’s long-term learning outcomes in the early years, and which interventions genuinely help to close that gap?
A rationale is the justification for why a piece of research is being carried out and the reasoning behind its importance (Jones & Li, 2018). My research question is: “To what extent do early disadvantages shape a child’s long-term learning outcomes in the early years, and which interventions genuinely help to close that gap?” This study aims to explore whether disadvantaged children experience poorer outcomes in school and to identify which early interventions are most effective in reducing these inequalities.
Disadvantage refers to situations in which a child has limited control over key decisions in their life and experiences reduced access to social and cultural capital, in addition to financial hardship. Such disadvantage can significantly shape a child’s long‑term life outcomes (Crenna‑Jennings, 2018). According to Wales’ early years curriculum for the Foundation Phase, the early years span the ages of 3 to 7 (Tinney, 2023). An intervention is a structured, multicomponent programme designed to address and improve a specific area of need or difficulty, providing targeted support to help resolve the issue (Roscoe et al., 2024).   
Many children experience disadvantage as a result of not having consistent access to adequate nutrition. In Wales, around 30% of children live in poverty (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, n.d.), which increases the likelihood that they may not receive the food and nutrients required for healthy development (World Health Organisation, 2024).Poverty occurs when a child does not have access to their basic needs, including adequate food, clean water, safe shelter, healthcare, and education (UNICEF, n.d.b). Nutrition refers to consuming the right balance of food and drink to provide the body with essential nutrients needed for growth and effective functioning. When children receive proper nutrition, they are more likely to maintain good health, develop well physically and cognitively, and achieve better learning outcomes (World Health Organisation, 2024). In Wales, a free breakfast scheme is available for children in primary schools to ensure they begin the day with a healthy meal (Welsh Government, 2024a). By providing access to breakfast in school, children are more likely to maintain good health and are better positioned to achieve their full educational potential (Welsh Government, 2024a). Primary school children in Wales now receive universal free school meals (Welsh Government, 2025a). They are entitled to this provision from the day they begin full‑time education (Welsh Government, 2025a). The scheme was introduced as part of wider efforts to address the rising cost of living (Welsh Government, 2024b). Providing free school meals helps ensure that children do not go hungry during the school day and contributes to reducing child poverty (Welsh Government, 2024b). It also promotes healthy eating, giving children opportunities to try a wider range of foods while developing important social skills during mealtimes (Welsh Government, 2024b). Tesco now provides free fruit and vegetables in stores to support parents and carers in offering children healthy snacks during weekends and school holidays (Tesco PLC,2026). This initiative aims to promote healthy eating habits and encourage children to enjoy a wider range of fruit and vegetables (Tesco PLC,2026). In addition, schools can apply for grants to supply fruit and vegetables during term time. This scheme is designed to support disadvantaged children by improving their access to nutritious food and helping to reduce health inequalities (Tesco PLC,2026).
Disadvantaged children may not have access to high-quality education (Crenna-Jennings, 2018). High-quality provision involves placing a child in a setting with skilled, experienced practitioners who offer warm, responsive interactions and create a supportive learning environment (Crenna-Jennings, 2018). It also includes delivering an age appropriate curriculum that builds on children’s developmental needs and enhances their learning (Crenna-Jennings, 2018). In Wales, the Flying Start programme has been introduced to help address disadvantage by providing enriched early learning experiences for young children (Welsh Government, 2026a). Flying Start aims to support children’s development by offering high‑quality interactions, opportunities to build social skills, and a stimulating learning environment. The scheme is available to children aged two to three and provides part‑time early education, including targeted support for speech, language, and communication needs (Welsh Government, 2026a). The 30 hours free childcare scheme in Wales can be beneficial for disadvantaged children, as it provides access to early learning experiences that support development and help reduce inequalities (Welsh Government, 2026b). High‑quality early education offers children valuable opportunities for social interaction, language development, and structured learning. However, these benefits are not guaranteed (Welsh Government, 2026b). If families are unable to access the scheme, or if the childcare available is of poor quality, children may not receive the support they need. When delivered effectively, the scheme can play an important role in narrowing the attainment gap (Welsh Government, 2026b).
School readiness is to have the skills and competencies essential to successfully transition to primary school and have academic achievement (Díaz et al., 2025). Since the Covid‑19 pandemic, schools have reported a noticeable decline in some children’s developmental skills (BBC News, 2024a). Many children are now starting school still using nappies or arriving in pushchairs, indicating delays in independence and self‑care. Teachers have also observed increased screen time during lockdowns, which has contributed to reduced communication and language skills (BBC News, 2024a). As a result, schools are having to teach children basic daily skills and rebuild early communication foundations that would typically have developed before starting school (BBC News, 2024a). Teachers are reporting that they now spend up to 2.5 hours each day supporting children who have not yet developed basic self‑care or communication skills. This significantly reduces the time available for planned learning and, as a result, can disadvantage children who do not require this level of additional support (BBC, 2024b). A significant decline in children’s language development has led to an increased need for speech and language therapists to visit schools. Recent statistics indicate that 92% of teachers have reported a decrease in children’s speech and communication skills, highlighting the scale of the issue and the growing demand for specialist support (BBC, 2024b).


Part 2 
This research aims to explore whether disadvantaged children experience poorer outcomes in the early years when key interventions are not in place. It examines the impact of support measures such as breakfast clubs (Welsh Government, 2024a), free school meals (Welsh Government, 2025a), Flying Start (Welsh Government, 2026a), and 30 hours of childcare funding (Welsh Government, 2026b), as well as the consequences of children starting school without being school ready (BBC News, 2024a). The overall purpose is to determine whether the absence of these interventions contributes to widening developmental and educational gaps in the early years, a period where communication, social development, physical skills and emotional wellbeing are rapidly developing (UNICEF, n.d.c).
A sample is a group of individuals selected to represent the wider population being studied (Makwana et al., 2023). For this research, the most appropriate sample is children aged 3 to 7, as they are within the Welsh early years definition (Children in Wales, n.d.) and are attending school, making it possible to observe how early disadvantage affects learning (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2026). Studying this age range enables the researcher to monitor key developmental milestones and identify early signs of inequality as they begin to emerge (UNICEF, n.d.c). 
Both quantitative data and qualitative data are needed for this research because they provide different types of information that help build a full picture of early disadvantage (Crenna-Jennings, 2018). Quantitative data is essential for identifying measurable patterns, such as how many children attend breakfast club, how many arrive at school without having eaten, how many receive school dinners (World Health Organization,2024), or how many are still in nappies or require speech and language support (BBC News, 2024a). These numerical patterns help the researcher understand the scale of disadvantage within the class and highlight which children may need additional intervention.
Qualitative data, on the other hand, helps the researcher understand how these factors affect the child’s lived experience (UNICEF, n.d.c). It provides insight into children’s feelings, behaviours and emotional responses for example, how a child feels when they are hungry, tired, or struggling with communication (UNICEF, n.d.c). This type of data is crucial for understanding the impact of disadvantage on wellbeing, confidence and engagement in learning, which cannot be captured through numbers alone (UNICEF, n.d.c).
Using both types of data together strengthens the research, as the quantitative information identifies what is happening, while the qualitative information explains why it matters for the child’s development.
The first method used for this research is observation. Observation involves the teacher watching and listening to a child or group of children to understand their actions, behaviours and reasons behind what they do (Forman and Hall, 2005). It is an effective method for identifying a child’s developmental level, which is particularly relevant to this study, as it allows the researcher to see whether disadvantage may be influencing how the child behaves or completes tasks (Forman and Hall, 2005). Observation also reveals children’s interests, helping the teacher build a deeper understanding of each child and how best to support their learning (Forman and Hall, 2005).
A key limitation of the observation method is the Hawthorne effect, which occurs when children change their behaviour because they know they are being watched (Sedgewick,2012). This can lead to inaccurate or unreliable data, as the behaviour observed may not reflect what the child would normally do (Sedgewick,2012). In this study, it is important to understand whether disadvantaged children are affected by factors such as limited nutrition or lack of early education. If children alter their behaviour during observation, the findings may not accurately represent their true abilities or needs, leading to incorrect conclusions (Sedgewick,2012).
In an observation, the researcher can carry out qualitative research, which focuses on exploring and understanding children’s experiences, meanings and perceptions (Nolan et al., 2013). It aims to capture the depth and complexity of human feelings and behaviours rather than reducing them to numbers (Nolan et al., 2013). For this study, a qualitative approach is appropriate because it allows you to gain insight into how children are feeling and how they experience school readiness and early disadvantage. This type of data provides a richer understanding of their emotional and social development than quantitative measures alone (Nolan et al., 2013).
Qualitative research is highly flexible, allowing the researcher to adapt or reschedule data collection when unexpected events occur during the school day (Mwita, 2022). This flexibility enables the study to respond to real-life situations, ensuring that children’s experiences and feelings are captured in a natural and meaningful way (Mwita, 2022). It also reduces the risk of collecting incomplete or unsuitable data, as the researcher can continue observing and gathering information until a sufficient depth of understanding has been reached (Mwita, 2022). Flexibility is particularly important in this study because disadvantaged children may require additional support during the day, such as help with toileting or attending speech and language sessions (BBC News, 2024a). Being able to adjust observations around these needs ensures that the data collected accurately reflects whether disadvantage affects children’s outcomes.
A child friendly interview is also a useful way to collect quantitative data, as the teacher can ask simple, direct questions while the children are playing, such as whether they attended breakfast club or if they are having school dinners (Morse, 2023). By using short, age appropriate questions, the teacher can gather numerical information that helps identify whether a child may be experiencing disadvantage (Morse, 2023). This data can then support decisions about what interventions or support may be needed.
An advantage to child‑friendly interviews is that it allows children to respond in a relaxed, familiar environment, which can reduce anxiety and encourage more honest answers (UNICEF, n.d.c) as the questions are spoken rather than written. 
A limitation of child‑friendly interviews is that some children may find the questions difficult to understand or respond to, which can lead to inaccurate or incomplete data about whether they are experiencing disadvantage in school (Morse, 2023). Another limitation is that the findings cannot be generalised to other groups of school‑aged children, as the results only reflect the specific sample involved in the study (Morse, 2023). This means the data collected may be useful for understanding the needs of the children in this setting, but it cannot be assumed to apply to wider populations (Morse, 2023). A disadvantaged limitation of child‑friendly interviews is that some disadvantaged children may struggle to communicate verbally, meaning they cannot easily answer questions such as whether they attended breakfast club. This can be upsetting for the child and may result in incomplete or inaccurate data, making it harder to understand the extent of their disadvantage (Broström, 2026).
Quantitative data is also important for this research, as it provides numerical information such as how many children attend breakfast club or receive free school meals (Lim, 2025). Quantitative research focuses on collecting measurable data, which is useful for identifying patterns that may influence children’s behaviour (Lim, 2025). For example, knowing how many children have eaten breakfast can help determine whether their behaviour is linked to hunger or poor nutrition (World Health Organisation, 2024). Quantitative data can also show how many children start school still in nappies or how many require additional support with speech and communication (BBC, 2024b). This numerical evidence helps build a clearer picture of how disadvantage may be affecting children’s development and outcomes (Crenna‑Jennings, 2018). Some of this information can be gathered through simple, child friendly interviews that allow children to answer straightforward questions in a comfortable and familiar environment (Morse, 2023).
A written questionnaire would not have been suitable for this research. A questionnaire requires children to read and write their responses (The Open University, n.d.), which is not developmentally appropriate for many early years pupils (iCode School, n.d.). At this age, children are still developing early literacy skills, and many may struggle to decode written questions, hold a pencil correctly, or write answers that clearly express their thoughts (Community Playthings, n.d.). These difficulties would likely result in incomplete, inaccurate, or overly simplistic responses, making it harder to identify whether a child is experiencing disadvantage. In addition, some disadvantaged children may have delayed language or communication skills, meaning they would be further disadvantaged by a written format (BBC, 2024b). For these reasons, written questionnaires would not generate reliable data for this study, and more accessible methods such as child‑friendly interviews or observations are more appropriate.
Triangulation is used to increase the credibility and validity of research by drawing on more than one source of evidence (Bans-Akutey & Tiimub, 2021). Within triangulation, researchers may use mixed methods, such as interviews and observations, to explore a topic from different angles (Bans-Akutey & Tiimub, 2021). These methods can then be supported by qualitative data, which focuses on people’s experiences and feelings, and quantitative data, which provides numerical information. Using multiple approaches helps reduce bias and strengthens the accuracy of the findings (Bans-Akutey & Tiimub, 2021). For this study, methodological triangulation is particularly appropriate because it involves using more than one research method to build a fuller, more reliable understanding of whether disadvantage affects children’s outcomes (Bans-Akutey & Tiimub, 2021). 

Part 3
Ethics in research involves ensuring that the safety, wellbeing, and privacy of all participants are fully protected (Palaiologou, 2012, pp. 64–65). In this study, the participants are children aged 3–7, which means particular attention must be given to safeguarding their mental and physical welfare (Palaiologou, 2012, pp. 64–65). Ethical research also requires protecting the rights of the child, as outlined by UNICEF (n.d.a). These rights include freedom of thought, which ensures children are able to express their own views, and protection of privacy, which safeguards personal information relating to their home and family life (UNICEF, n.d.a). Researchers must balance these responsibilities by enabling children to have a voice while also ensuring they remain protected from harm (Palaiologou, 2012, pp. 64–65). This balance is essential in preventing unethical research practices. A well‑known example of research going ethically wrong is the case of Henrietta Lacks in 1951, where her cancer cells were taken and used globally for scientific research without her consent, demonstrating a serious breach of ethical standards and respect (Johns Hopkins Medicine, no date).
Consent in research means that participants are provided with full and accurate information about the study, including its purpose, methods, potential risks, and possible benefits (Jawa et al., 2023). Participants must clearly understand what their involvement entails before agreeing to take part (Jawa et al., 2023). Consent must be given freely, meaning individuals should be able to choose to participate without any pressure, coercion, or manipulation (Jawa et al., 2023). They must also retain the right to withdraw from the research at any stage without negative consequences (Jawa et al., 2023). When these conditions are met, consent is considered voluntary, informed, and ethically valid (Jawa et al., 2023). This research involves children aged 3–7, assent is required to ensure that each child can show whether they agree or disagree with taking part in the study (Jawa et al., 2023). Assent is the child’s own expression of willingness, while consent is provided by a third‑party adult such as a parent or legal guardian (Jawa et al., 2023). Even though young children cannot give full legal consent, they should still be made aware of the research in a way they can understand and be given the opportunity to express their views (Jawa et al., 2023). Seeking assent provides clarity that the child agrees to participate, and dissent must always be respected. This approach ensures that children’s rights, autonomy, and wellbeing are protected throughout the research process (Jawa et al., 2023).
In this research, it is essential to demonstrate openness and transparency by showing that participants have received and accessed the information sheet before taking part in the study Miller & Boulton, 2007. Evidence of this can be provided through a written letter, a tick‑box confirmation, a signed consent form, or verbal assent in child‑friendly interviews. These steps form a crucial part of the informed consent process, as researchers cannot assume that participants have read or understood the information without clear proof that they have engaged with it (Miller & Boulton, 2007).
Research participation can expose children to several risks, including psychological or emotional risks. For example, if a child is aware that they are being observed or asked questions during a child‑friendly interview, they may experience anxiety, embarrassment, stress, or emotional distress (Peter and Friedland, 2017). These risks can be reduced by conducting the research in a familiar environment, such as the child’s own classroom, which helps lower stress levels (Rocha, Farre and Santana Filho, 2021). Children should also be able to stop participating at any time if they begin to feel uncomfortable, which protects their autonomy and emotional wellbeing (UNICEF, n.d.a). In addition, the researcher must monitor the child’s behaviour throughout the process to identify signs of distress and decide whether the activity should continue (Jawa et al., 2023).
Another important concern is privacy and confidentiality risks, as personal information may be exposed, misused, or insufficiently protected. Research ethics literature identifies privacy breaches as a major vulnerability requiring strong safeguards (Peter and Friedland, 2017). Observations, interview notes, or video recordings count as personal data because the child can be identified from them (Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO), n.d.). To protect confidentiality, all data must be stored securely for example, written notes kept in a locked filing cabinet and digital files stored on a password protected device (ICO, n.d.). If anyone requests access to the data, the researcher must obtain informed consent before sharing it (ICO, n.d.). These measures reduce the risk of data being exposed or misused.
A further risk involves physical harm or discomfort. Participants may experience injury or health complications if activities are not carefully planned. To protect vulnerable children who cannot safeguard themselves, researchers must conduct a risk assessment to identify potential hazards and outline strategies to prevent them (Northumberland County Council, n.d.). Ensuring that all staff involved are DBS checked confirms that they are suitable to work with children and helps maintain a safe research environment (Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS), n.d.).
Researchers themselves are also exposed to several risks. The first involves emotional and physiological risks, as researchers may encounter distressing situations or sensitive topics that can lead to emotional strain, particularly in challenging environments (Rice & McAllum, 2025). To reduce emotional risk, researchers should be well‑prepared, receive appropriate supervision, and engage in reflective practice to support their wellbeing (Rice & McAllum, 2025). Working with others rather than alone, receiving training for difficult scenarios, and participating in debriefing sessions with colleagues can further protect researchers from emotional harm (Rice & McAllum, 2025).
A second category of risk relates to ethical and compliance challenges. When researchers fail to follow ethical procedures, the research process can become complex, stressful, and difficult to navigate (Butterwick et al., 2020). To minimise these risks, researchers must adhere to relevant legislation such as the Data Protection Act and the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), ensure that data is securely stored, and obtain both assent and consent from participants (Butterwick et al., 2020).
The final risk concerns researcher bias. Educational research often takes place in complex, real‑world environments where avoiding bias is particularly challenging (Fischman et al., 2022). To reduce the likelihood of bias, researchers should avoid leading questions, record data accurately, and reflect critically on their own assumptions and positionality (Fischman et al., 2022).
If research is not carried out properly, the University risks damaging its professional reputation, as it may be viewed as unreliable or lacking academic integrity (University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), n.d.). This loss of credibility can also reduce public trust in the institution. To prevent this, the University requires all students to follow its Research Ethics and Integrity Policy 2025–2026, which outlines the standards expected when conducting research and ensures that all projects meet ethical and professional requirements (University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), n.d.).
While conducting research, students must also comply with key legislation, including the Data Protection Act 2018 (Data Protection Act 2018, 2018), the UK General Data Protection Regulation (Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO), n.d.), health and safety legislation such as the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 (Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974, 1974), and copyright law, including the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 (Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, 1988). Following these laws reduces the risk of personal data being leaked, mishandled, or stored incorrectly, and ensures that research is conducted safely, legally, and ethically.
In the UK, the Data Protection Act 2018 regulates how personal data is collected, used, stored, and protected, ensuring that individuals’ information is handled lawfully and securely (Lynskey, 2023). This legislation is essential for researchers, universities, and schools, as it sets out strict responsibilities for anyone processing personal data. In this research, the Act is particularly important because observing a child involves collecting identifiable information, which must be managed ethically and transparently to protect the child’s privacy and rights (Lynskey, 2023). By following the Data Protection Act 2018, researchers safeguard participants from misuse of their data and uphold high standards of ethical practice (Lynskey, 2023).
Working alongside the Data Protection Act 2018 is the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR), which was introduced after Brexit and adapted specifically for UK law (Purtova, 2022). The purpose of this regulation is to ensure that all personal data is processed securely, fairly, and lawfully. Personal data includes any information that can be used to identify an individual, either directly or indirectly (Purtova, 2022).
For researchers and universities, compliance with UK GDPR is essential, as it safeguards participants’ rights and privacy and helps prevent data breaches. By following this regulation, universities ensure that all research involving personal data—such as studies involving children—is conducted ethically and responsibly (Purtova, 2022).
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