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How do practitioners support children in the Early Years that are working below expected levels for personal, social and emotional development?
Abstract  
This project will research current findings in relation to ‘How do practitioners support children in the Early Years that are working below expected levels for personal, social and emotional development?’ and collate information on useful methods and strategies to promote these skills.  Seaman and Giles’s (2019) research found that limited research had been undertaken in exploring the perspectives of early years practitioners on the social-emotional wellness of children in the United Kingdom (UK).  The findings of this project will support other practitioners planning for PSED and supporting and developing PSED skills related to all children (assessed according to the EYFS goals or beyond). As research will be undertaken in an educational setting, with strong reference to EYFS assessment goals, Reception practitioners familiar in recognising PSED underachieving children, along with Year 1 Practitioners supporting ‘emerging’ children (DfE, 2023) will constitute the sample for the project.  In this respect, this qualitative study will focus on interviewing six practitioners from two-year groups trained in assessing the EYFS assessment goals and familiar with the expectations in relation to the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile Handbook (DfE, 2024). Ethical considerations related to interviewing as a data collection tool will involve gaining consent from practitioners, providing clarity on purpose and intent, securing confidentiality and anonymity, considering risks associated with interviewing practitioners and mitigation, and following statutory requirements in relation to the collection and storage of data in line with guidelines and legislation. 

A literature reviews. 
According to the Department of Education (DfE) (2023, p. 9), “Children’s personal, social and emotional development (PSED) is crucial for children to lead healthy and happy lives and is fundamental to their cognitive development.” Personal, social and emotional development (PSED) is recognised as one of the key main areas of learning in the Early Years Foundation Stage (Surrey County Council, 2021). 

This project will research current findings in relation to how early years (EY) practitioners view their role in supporting children’s PSED.  Seaman and Giles (2019, p. 862) suggest that considering the following would be beneficial when gathering data:     
(1) What do EY practitioners understand by the term ‘social and emotional well-being?’ 
(2) What are EY practitioners’ views on supporting children’s social and emotional well-being and/or behaviour?
 (3) What training have EY practitioners received to help them in supporting children’s social and emotional well-being? What further support or training would they like in the future?  (Seaman and Giles, 2019, p. 862).

Aubrey & Ward (2013) noted, “…there is now strong evidence that the roots of social–emotional difficulties lie in children’s earliest years and that effective early identification and intervention is the most effective strategy, the early stage of such behavioural difficulties is still a relatively unexplored area.”

[bookmark: _Hlk165710791]EYFS (2023) highlights the three main goals for PSED, namely, self-regulation, managing self and building relationships.  Forming strong associations and relationships is fundamental for shaping social bonds. Facilitating opportunities to interact with peers will support children in forming relationships, developing strong friendships, collaborating and settle misunderstandings. The skills will form sound foundations to support children on their educational journey and during adult life (DfE, 2023). EYFS (2023) defines the expected goals (ELGs) within these three aspects that children in the early learning should fulfil by the end of reception age. 

According to the DfE (2023) adults in a preschool setting or school should provide an exemplar role model for children in the early years and guide them towards the ELGs. Ho and Funk (2018) noted, “Teachers and caregivers promote children's social and emotional health by establishing trusting relationships, created when teachers express warmth, affection, and respect.” Furthermore, “Teachers can intentionally teach and enhance these skills using evidence-based strategies to teach, model, and reinforce positive behaviours” (Ho and Funk, 2018). According to Brodie (2024) teachers help students acquire new skills or concepts by using scaffolding techniques, which are based on Vygotsky's theories. Through adult modelling and guidance, they will learn how to look after their bodies, including healthy eating, and manage personal needs independently.  

Research provides examples of strategies to promote PSED goals. According to Li, (2023) regular emotional conversations between parents and children are crucial for the emotional growth of young children and to develop expressive vocabulary. Emotional expression and understanding in children are significantly influenced by their capacity to grasp and use emotional terminology. Children that have emotional vocabulary are better able to recognise emotions. To encourage children to utilise these terms, practitioners and parents should focus more on how well children comprehend and apply emotional vocabulary. They should also establish a lively, encouraging environment for children. Encouraging children to learn emotion management techniques, demonstrating appropriate verbal emotion expression, and utilising morning chats or meetings are three realistic methods to foster self-positive emotional cognition in everyday routines. Practitioners might also use pictures of people's faces to gauge how well children can recognise emotions, and for children without sufficient skills, teaching coping mechanisms to help them behave better in class. More complex issues arise from practitioners' lack of theoretical background and time to comprehend children's feelings behind their misbehaviour. 

According to Li (2023), to improve children's emotional knowledge, expression, and regulation, practitioners must invest more time and receive professional training to be able to address emotional problems in children that go beyond the obvious. Hofmann et al. (2016) are in agreement and emphasise, “The ability to interpret and understand behaviour in the terms of psychological states is crucial for successful social interactions.” They advocate the Theory-of-mind (ToM) concept which “…refers to knowledge and awareness of mental states, (perceptions, emotions and thoughts) in oneself and others”, which can be “accelerated through training”. Li (2023) suggests that studying children in both home and school settings and comparing the relative contributions of peer and family experiences to the formation of social knowledge will be crucial for future research in order to better understand children’s socio-emotional development.  
 

According to Aubrey & Ward (2013), the current EYFS guidelines (2024) for policy emphasise the importance of promptly identifying learning barriers and implementing suitable solutions in relation to PSED. Research into early identification and intervention for young children with PSED suggests examining the relationships between practitioners and children and attachment. Page and Elfer (2013, cited Seaman and Giles, 2019) conducted interviews with early years (EY) practitioners to learn more about how they interpreted the concept of attachment. The study also emphasised the logistical and emotional complexity of working with children, finding that practitioners formed relationships mostly through intuitive means. The study concentrated on children's behaviour. The survey found that while the most common undesirable behaviours were related to children's social skills, including having trouble taking turns, EY practitioners were mostly concerned with low-level disruptive behaviours, such as not listening. Participants also talked about aggressive and violent behaviour. It was discovered that practitioners use a variety of customised, usually successful methods to control conduct. Instead of concentrating on topics like attachment or behaviour, this study sought to expand on the body of research by examining the perspectives of early childhood educators on all facets of children's social-emotional wellbeing. 

[bookmark: _Hlk166321212]Sprung et al., (2015) highlight the limitations of PSED related research in EY noting, “Despite the significant number of training studies, no quantitative review of their impact has yet been conducted.” They emphasise, “Given the potential social, clinical and academic benefits to be had with improved emotion understanding skills, it is important to establish the effectiveness of interventions aimed at improving children’s emotion understanding, and to assess whether there are any specific training characteristics that are associated with more favourable outcomes.” 
Methodological considerations 
When considering methodological considerations, scrutiny to the question should be applied.  As this project is school based and considers how practitioners support children in the early years that are working below expected levels for personal, social and emotional development, “the people who are to be included as participants in the study” (Mukherji and Albon, 2023) will consist primarily of early years practitioners. Reception practitioners are required to consider the Early Learning Goals (ELGs) (DfE, 2023) in order to complete a profile assessment of every child’s progress in relation to PSED and share the evidence with Year 1 practitioners to establish continuity and progress. According to the Department for Education (DfE) (2023), practitioners must report a child as "emerging" and explain the assessment process to the Year 1 practitioner if they determine that the child has not, for whatever reason, met an ELG. This will guarantee that every child receives the best assistance available during their year-to-year transition.

[bookmark: _Hlk166609699]However, a child's learning and development cannot be fully understood based just on the assessment of "emerging" for an ELG at the end of reception. Some children may experience this because they are late bloomers, were born outside of the school year, or missed a significant portion of the Early Years Framework Standards (EYFS) for the previous year. Others may associate this with a suspected or confirmed Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND). The teacher's cumulative knowledge of the student makes it likely that they are aware of the specifics underlying this finding. When a child receives an EYFS Profile judgement for one or more of the ELGs, the Year 1 teacher should be given additional information about the learning obstacles that have been identified, as well as any effective strategies for assisting the child in overcoming these obstacles (DfE, 2023).

As ELGs are not statutory for children below reception age, pre-school practitioners are not required to formally monitor, assess and report on PSED goals. Therefore, the sample will include Reception and Year 1 practitioners supporting children in developing their PSED. In relation to the type of sampling involved with this research a non-probability would be suitable as the sample includes specific people. 

Qualitative research methodology was selected due to the need to capture the practitioner’s perspective. This type of data could not be captured using quantitative methods as the research question requires practitioners to describe strategies used to support PSED. This data cannot be captured or demonstrated through statistics. Mukherji and Albon (2023) suggest that “In qualitative studies, the population is likely to be relatively small because the findings of these studies are often designed to apply to a restricted group such as early years setting.” 

According to George (2022) one qualitative research approach that uses questioning to get data is the interview. This approach would work well with the research question as it requires the researcher to interview a specific sample. In this instance, Reception and Year 1 practitioners supporting children who are underachieving in their PSED goals. According to Mac Naughton and Siraj-Blatchford (2010), qualitative data, such as interviews, may entail fewer participants because each participant contributes a considerable amount of data that must be transcribed. 
 
For the purpose of the project a suitable sample would consist of six practitioners. Mac Naughton and Siraj-Blatchford (2010) suggest if a large amount of data is collected, even if the focus is restricted, the analysis will become overwhelming. For example, a face to face on site interview may take an hour to plan, an hour for travel, thirty minutes for settling in, and one hour for the interview followed by six hours of transcribing and typically several days to analyse. For this purpose, it would be useful to create a timetable for the duration of the research study to determine the time available for interviews and ensure that enough time is set aside for analysis and writing. 


[bookmark: _Hlk166916702][bookmark: _Hlk166917748]Walker & Solvason (2014) agree and argue, it is crucial to keep in mind time constraints, restricted funding, and familiarity with the setting when conducting research. To design well, it is important to consider these variables. Although the research project will include a small sample, it has been considered that they might all be employed at the same setting. This might support timetabling of interviews. As highlighted by Walker & Solvason, (2014) one-on-one interviews offer several benefits, including adaptability, the ability to follow up on answers, minimal equipment needed, a high response rate, immediate validation of data for relevance and accuracy, and a personal element that can demonstrate credibility. Although a small-scale investigation may yield results unique to the location, they can nevertheless be applicable to others. Although limited to a specific setting, insights may provide ideas to illuminate comparable challenges in other circumstances.

[bookmark: _Hlk166918604][bookmark: _Hlk166921019][bookmark: _Hlk166922618]According to Walker & Solvason (2014), the greatest disadvantage of interviews is what is known as the "interviewer effect." There is an inherent danger of interviewer effect resulting from unintentionally guiding questions, and lower sample sizes can compromise their validity and reliability.  While the interviewees statements provide data on the topic, it is important for the interviewer to recognise that the interviewees practices may differ from the facts supplied. Taylor & Francis (2023) refers to this bias as the Hawthorne effect. The use of interviews may increase the probability of politeness bias, which occurs when participants deliver comments that they believe interviewers want to hear.  If the interviewer is unfamiliar with the topic, further probing or extended questioning will not be possible, resulting in a structured approach. However, should the interviewer be familiar with the strategies included in the data, as a result of work-based experience or having observed within the setting, then applying a semi-structured approach would be beneficial. Indeed, Mac Naughton and Siraj-Blatchford (2010) suggest it is usual to use observations as the starting point for interviews. Whilst interviews serve as a primary data source, observations serve well as prompts.

Bell (1999, cited in Walker & Solvason, 2014) implies that a structured approach would be the best method to use for a first-time interviewer. Walker & Solvason (2014) highlight an additional benefit in that a structured interview approach allows the results to be compared as the interviewer has a particular set of identical questions to ask each participant. Wallimann and Buckler (2008, cited in Walker & Solvason, 2014) prefers a semi-structured approach, as there is flexibility in the order the interviewer asks a set of questions, and the possibility of asking supplemental questions and allowing the interviewees to expand their answers. Mac Naughton and Siraj-Blatchford (2010) firmly advocate open-ended questions to elicit more detailed information.

Remote methods of interviewing have developed as important research strategies and has its benefits.   O’Connor and Mage, (2017 cited in Mukherji and Albon, 2023) advocate remote methods of interviewing as it allows participants to either respond in real time (synchronous interviewing) or to respond in their own time (asynchronous interviewing). Another benefit of using a remote platform such as Microsoft Teams is the option for recordings to have automatic transcription. Transcription allows users to play back meeting recordings with closed captions and review important discussion items in the transcript. Transcription and captions help create inclusive content for viewers. The transcription is stored together with the meeting recordings in OneDrive and SharePoint storage. Another copy is stored in the meeting organiser's Exchange Online account, protected by company security measures (Microsoft, (n.d.) 


The initial method of data collection considered was questionnaires. This strategy offers advantages such as anonymity, non-partisanship, and cost effectiveness as outlined by Walker & Solvason (2014). Potential drawbacks include the likelihood of unreturned questionnaires; questions could be inadequately answered or left out. Furthermore, it is not possible to follow up on crucial topics or ensure the accuracy of the participants' responses. Unless participants complete questionnaires in the presence of the researcher, they are rarely returned. 

Observation was also a considered method of data collection for the project. Although observation is a relatively simple strategy and is frequently used in early childhood care and education, it is by no means an easy talent to learn according to Mukherji and Albon (2022).  The methods require the interviewer to write down exactly what they see and hear as it happens. Should observation be considered as part of this project the research question requires the researcher to observe practitioners as the focus is on strategies. Therefore, -the information gleaned would relate to developing a better understanding of the strategies (discussed at interview) rather than any new information. In terms of the ethical consideration involved with gaining consent of all present within the observed setting, this was not considered as a valuable source of research. 

Consideration was given to observation and questionnaires as additional research methods which would support triangulation of data. According to Walker & Solvason (2014) triangulation is beneficial as it uses more than one approach, demonstrating corroboration of evidence hence more likely to be valid. Triangulating methodologies will strengthen study design, allowing outcomes to be perceived as reliable. However, triangulation was not deemed suitable for consideration within this research project as the research methodology was solely based on interviews with practitioners.
Ethical considerations 
[bookmark: _Hlk167300922]The British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2024) provides guidelines for educational research in general with standards that are straightforward and useful to anybody conducting educational research, including those new to the area, as is the current position of the researcher related to this research project. 

[bookmark: _Hlk167463273]BERA (2024) explains the need for consent. Mac Naughton and Siraj-Blatchford ( 2010) explain not all early childhood research involves the use of children as participants. Much early childhood research focuses on early childhood staff, parents, and other adults, but the majority of research does involve children's participation. Children, however, cannot give consent under the legal definition of informed consent, although a child's legal guardian may consent on his or her behalf.
In relation to this research project consent would apply to the sample which will include Reception and Year 1 practitioners. As the project involves researching strategies that practitioners use to support children in the early years that are working below expected levels for personal, social and emotional development, children are not directly involved with the research question, therefore, their consent will not be required. 
[bookmark: _Hlk167464780]
According to BERA (2024) normally, participants' voluntarily informed agreement to participate in a study is obtained at the beginning of the project; nevertheless, researchers will remain sensitive and open to the possibility that participants may decide to withdraw their consent for any reason and at any time. The Association considers voluntarily informed and ongoing consent to be the condition under which participants understand and agree to their involvement, as well as the terms and practicalities thereof, without compulsion. Participants should understand that they can withdraw at any time without justification. Researchers should be aware of nonverbal cues indicating that people who previously agreed to participate may no longer want to. In such cases, renewed consent should be obtained.

Researchers should acknowledge that all participants have the right to withdraw from the study for any reason, and participants should be made aware of this right and how to use it according to BERA (2024). In most cases, the researchers should simply accept a participant's decision to withdraw, but there are some circumstances in which researchers can discuss with the participant whether a course of action that would allow the participant to re-engage is appropriate.

Researchers should respect the privacy of both institutions, the schools in this instance, and individual participants namely the Reception and Year 1 practitioners when undertaking research. Researchers should adequately explain how and why they use anonymization, pseudonymisation, or 'fictionalising' procedures when reporting. In relation to this guidance the researcher will refrain from including names of school or schools within the project and will use the term ‘Participant 1, 2, 3,4, 5, 6’ when referring to the interviewees. This will be explained to the interviewees prior to interviewing.  In certain cases, participants, guardians, or responsible parties may willingly forgo their right to secrecy and anonymity. In an attempt to show openness the information sheet or contract, according to BERA (2024) often includes methodology, reporting processes, publication and dissemination strategies, as well as the researcher's name and permission to independently publish findings. However, before publishing research findings, it is important to anticipate predicted outcomes. It would be good practice to offer to share the findings/ results directly with the school once the research process has been completed. 

BERA (2024) stress researchers' responsibility to protect and promote the rights of participants, including marginalised and vulnerable groups, to ensure inclusivity. Assent is now included alongside consent. The amended standards recognise the importance of research in promoting environmental sustainability, building on BERA's previous efforts. When an organisation shares data with researchers, they must account for how and with what consent the data was gathered. They must also consider the authorship and ownership of the data, and if necessary, seek consent from relevant individuals before using it. It is important for researchers to stay current on data use policies and guidance, which vary by jurisdiction.

To comply with UK data privacy laws, companies must follow the Data Protection Act 2018 and related regulations, including post-Brexit amendments according to BERA (2024). Researchers must obtain participants' explicit permission before collecting, storing, and disclosing personal information to third parties. Ethical research requires proper treatment of participant data. 

For interviewing purposes, the researcher is required to manage information and knowledge sharing as advised by University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) (2022).  All research data and intellectual property must be processed in line with the UWTSD Research Data Management Policy and the Staff IP Policy, with due regard for the need to protect information and knowledge exchange, cyber security, and access control. When using a shared platform for information exchange, such as Microsoft Teams in this instance, sensitive data should be securely stored and logically isolated to ensure only allowed users have access. Access to sensitive data should only be granted to persons who have a clear need for it, and only for the time period specified. Clear data management and usage guidelines should be included in a Collaboration Agreement or Data Sharing Agreement to ensure all parties understand and agree before sharing information. 

According to Mac Naughton and Siraj-Blatchford (2010) when accepting a research study, the risk/benefit equation is an important component to consider when making ethical decisions. The concept is that the greater the value to be achieved from a piece of research, the more risks are acceptable. According to BERA (2024) protecting researchers' physical and psychological well-being is part of the ethical responsibilities of employers, sponsors, and researchers themselves. In general, researchers should follow a code of conduct that includes self-care. Safety can be a major issue in certain scenarios, such as when conducting fieldwork in potentially dangerous areas. Researchers should be aware of their legal responsibilities as well as institutions' moral obligations to ensure the safety of their employees and students. Institutions, sponsors, and independent researchers should consider whether an in-depth risk assessment and ongoing monitoring of researcher safety is necessary, particularly for those conducting fieldwork, working in certain jurisdictions, and/or investigating sensitive issues; this may be required by employers and sponsors. Researchers entering conflict or post-conflict contexts, or locations with high levels of infection or other dangers, should be provided with specialised training.

Psychological dangers associated with children's research range from short to long-term emotional distress, as well as disruptions in family connections. According to NSPCC (2023) researchers should ensure that there is a balance between the demands of the study, the need to hear children's voices, and the need to reduce the risk of harm; assess whether the research poses any danger of harm to the children or researchers. Research should not cause any more stress than is frequently experienced in daily life. The research may arouse, activate, or unearth sentiments or memories, and youngsters may be concerned about how the researchers will react to the information they have provided. The impact of these concerns can be influenced by a variety of circumstances, including the children's age and fragility. The sensitivity of the research topic determines how the research is collected. If researchers are affected by what is mentioned during the sessions, they should seek supervision with their management. It may also be beneficial to direct children to the NSPCC helpline to discuss any concerns they may have. Research University course supervisors must guarantee that the researcher's safety is prioritised, especially when working alone. This project does not focus on gathering data from children; therefore, such risks are mitigated. 

When considering the element of risk involved with research practice, Howard (2008) emphasises the importance of validation, the process by which any data collection equipment, including questionnaires are evaluated for their dependability. Validating questionnaires is problematic because to their subjective nature, which can be influenced by several factors beyond one's control. There are various aspects to validity, including the degree to which a questionnaire accurately represents reality. 

Research integrity, according to UWTSD (2022), depends on both scientific rigour and ethical appropriateness. Ethical dilemmas are diverse and complex. Human-participant research is conducted across various subjects and institutions. All study should follow ethical guidelines to protect human participants, including those unique to professional groups. Researchers must consider the risks and advantages. While physically invasive techniques are easily described in medical research, defining danger in social research might be more challenging. Questionnaires, observations, and interviews can all be intrusive and cause participants to feel anxious, or worse, put them at risk psychologically. The interpersonal relationship and trust the interviewer develops with respondents, known as "interviewee rapport" (Abbe and Brandon, 2014), is central to successful data collection.  It is the art of creating a genuine and comfortable environment in which subjects can open, express their perspectives, and engage in meaningful discourse. 
Rapport has several good consequences on interviewing. Rapport, defined here as a smooth, good interpersonal contact, can increase the amount of information offered by respondents, build confidence, and result in more cooperation and speedier collection of data. 

[bookmark: _Hlk167114545]To conclude, researchers have a personal and moral responsibility to respect the rights of the subjects they investigate and protecting participants' physical, social, and psychological well-being throughout study. So, while researchers are committed to the progress of knowledge, the objective of the research does not grant a right to overrule the rights of others (UWTSD, 2022).
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