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The advantages and disadvantages of the digital age in early years Wales.

Abstract
In 2020 when Covid-19 hit and Wales went into lockdown, children in Wales spent over a year learning online. It is now 2022 and although lockdown is hopefully a thing of the past and children in Wales have been back in school from quite some time now, it seems digital learning is here to stay. Therefore, the question is with digital learning becoming increasingly popular in the new curriculum for Wales, what are the advantages and disadvantages of the digital age in early years Wales? Is the next generation at an academic advantage as they have endless information at their fingertips? Or are they at a disadvantage of missing out on real life experiences because they are too busy looking at a screen? This research project will work with parents and teachers to gather data on children's use of digital technology at home and at school.  The methodology used in this research will be the mixed method research, while the methodology approaches with be questionnaires and interviews. The four main focuses will be: the affect digital technology has on children; What are teachers’ opinions on the digital age; and lastly, how to encourage children to have healthy and safe technology use. The finding from this research project will go towards helping parents and teachers to ensure they are aware of the benefits and disadvantages of children using technology; therefore, they can make their own informed decision on the appropriate digital technology use for children in a home environment and a learning environment.

Literature review
This research project will focus on the benefits and disadvantages of the digital age and the affect it may have on young children in early years Wales. Nevski and Siibak (2016) stated that in recent years, digital technology and smart devices, have recently taken up a significant space in young children's media worlds. In fact, according to recent studies, young children (0 to 3 years old) are now using smart devices for play, learning, and entertainment as well. Despite the fact that smart devices are becoming more and more popular among the young minds, experts who are interested in the matter are still divided on whether this is a positive or negative thing.  Although we are living in the digital age and technology and smart phones seem to have a significant role in most adults’ daily lives. When it comes to the subject of children and their technology use, it has become a very controversial topic. Donohue (2014), believes children can benefit from digital media as digital technology can offer a platform and an outlet for children's creativity, with the correct apps children have a portable piano, or a bottomless building block set, art box, or even a storytelling machine that can be used at anytime and anywhere. Although people are still discovering the best ways for children to use digital technology, it has potential to offer alternative forms of play and self-expression. However, other studies like Erstad (2019) have found that parents of young children are more concerned about the downsides and dangers of their children using new technologies than they are about the advantages. For instance, a South Korean research project for parents of age 2 to 6 years old revealed the frequent guilt that parents feel about what they saw as their own failings in controlling their children's screen time. There concerns were about causing psychological problems, physical side effects, and harmful consequences on cognitive development by allowing their children to have too much technology time.

This research project will also be exploring teachers’ opinions on children’s use of technology in early years Wales and if they believe that digital learning is an essential part of education in early years. For example, Kaye (2017) study showed many teachers aim to equip students with the skills necessary to navigate a rapidly evolving digital environment and   information presented through a variety of formats and devices. While some teachers encourage their students to learn by using online tools such as digital books like e-books and story apps, these can help encourage reading both at home and in the classroom. It was also stated that some teachers believed that in order for other teachers to see the potential of technology integration in the curriculum, they need to be presented with realistic models of how it might be used with young children.

Furthermore this research project will focus on what schools can do to encourage healthy and safe technology use in early years. Schleicher (2019) believes that an important part of promoting safe and responsible technology use is provided by schools and education systems. The difficulty for schools is reducing the harmful uses of the media and digital technology while preserving the benefits for teaching, learning, and social interaction. In summary this research project will help provide information on the benefits and disadvantages of the digital age in early years Wales by gathering information on how technology may have an affect on young children in a home environment and a learning environment.

Participants in this research will be teachers and parents as they will have the best knowledge on how much time young children spend on their technology devices and the benefits and disadvantages; they have observed from children’s technology use. Teachers will also be able to give an insight on the educational side of technology use while parents may have a better understanding and insight on how young children’s play has been adapted to include digital play. This research will be beneficial as Ofcom (2022) research has shown that since Covid-19 in 2020 there has been a rise in young children using and owning digital devices therefore this research project will be beneficial to the field as it can provide information on how technology affects young children's developing brains especially in early years.

Methodological considerations
This research project will be executed by working with many parents and teachers across Wales and using different research methods, with the intention of getting the best and most accurate results from the parents and teachers on whether they believe that there are benefits and disadvantages to the digital age in early years Wales. Although in this research project only teachers and parents will be participating, perhaps if this research project was to be done a second time it may be beneficial to ask children to participate in the research project. Therefore, children could give the researcher an insight into their personal digital lives. 

Burmeister and Aitken (2012) believe that researchers must take into account the sample size (which in this case is the teachers and parents participating) when preparing for a research project. This is in order to produce a result that is both clinically and statistically significant, the necessary sample size must be calculated precisely. This also ensures that research and resources are used effectively and morally. Participants must agree to participate in studies because they believe they will learn more about the topic under study. However, enrolling participants in a study that lacks the necessary sample size to conclusively answer the research question may not be ethical. It is encouraged for researchers to use sample size calculators in order to have the correct amount of participant to gain a confident and accurate result, the results from the sample size calculator concluded that this research project would need 385 participants to trust that the research project would have a 95 percent level of confidence. Therefore, in this research project 385 parents and teachers from across Wales shall participate. 

In order to prepare which methods will be used in this research project, the researcher must decide which method of collecting data to use. Bell (2018) states that one method of collecting date is by using quantitative research. Quantitative researchers gather data and examine how one item of data relates to another. They employ conceptual frameworks, planned research topics, and designs. In order to achieve this, they employ methods that are likely to result in measured and, if possible, generalised results. The understanding of people's worldviews is more important to researchers who take a qualitative approach. They reject the existence of social truths and wonder if dealing with people can be approached scientifically. An advantage of quantitative research is that the finding from the research can be generalized to whole populations. While a disadvantage to quantitative research is it can offer descriptive data on big populations, but it may be challenging to understand or pinpoint the causes of the data. J. Bell adds that another technique for gathering data is qualitative research, which typically use non-numerical data and typically starts out with broader research objectives before narrowing them as the study progresses. However, there are times when quantitative researchers consult qualitative researchers and vice versa. Everything will rely on the data the researcher needs. An advantage of qualitative research is it enables a researcher to participate in the process by thinking back on their own experiences as a researcher. A disadvantage is there is a greater possibility of researcher bias influencing the outcomes. In this research project the researcher will be using a qualitative and a quantitative approach to gather the data as both research methods will be beneficial for the research to have both measured results and open-ended results. This is called mixed method research which Creswell (2015) states is when an investigator mixes statistical trends, which is quantitative data, with narratives and personal experiences, which is qualitative data, which results in a more comprehensive understanding of the research problem than either type of data alone would provide.

When using mixed methods in a research project is it important to use triangulation.  Roberts Holmes (2018) explain how the triangulation of several forms of qualitative and quantitative data is a specific strength of mixed methods research. Triangulation is the study technique of comparing and combining different data sources in order to have a deeper knowledge of the research subject. Research is given validity by triangulation, which also increases the persuasiveness of the conclusion. A criticism on triangulation that Thomas (2017) suggests is regarding the necessity of triangulation, opinions vary. Some interpretive researches indicate that an individual piece of interpretative research is complete and valuable on its own. It doesn't require any validation through additional types of research. 
 
A research method that the researcher will be using in this research project is a questionnaire. Lambert (2019) explains that using questionnaires, researchers can frequently gather a significant amount of information from a lot of participants in a short period of time. When the goal of the research is to establish the range of opinions on particular subjects, or to capture a surface impression of how much groups of individuals agree or disagree on an issue, questionnaires can also be quite helpful. Questionnaires perform especially well when combined with interviews, which enables the data from the questionnaire to be developed out in better detail and complexity. In this research project the researcher may produce a questionnaire which contains open-ended questions for the participants like; how many hours a day do children averagely spend on digital technology? Or the questionnaire may contain multiple choice questions for example do children spend more time using digital technology for entertainment or educational purposes? Another type of question may be a rating scale question for example for how beneficial do you believe that digital technology is to early years? Manion, Morrison and Cohen (2018) believes that open-ended questions are a useful tool for smaller-scale studies or for questions that ask responders to provide an honest, personal opinion rather than ticking boxes and numbers. The questionnaire asks open-ended questions and gives room for free response. Open-ended responses could include important information that the questionnaire might have missed. While multiple choice questions and rating scale questions would benefit the research as they provide quick and reliable ways to collect data.

Another Method that this research project will use to gather data is interviewing. Vanderstoep and Johnston (2009) explain how interviewing is one of the methods used most frequently in qualitative research. Also interviewing requires a substantial amount of expertise, experience and technique. They also state that informal, guided, and structured interviews are the three main categories of interviews. In an informal interview, the researcher is free to follow the conversation and come up with new questions as the interview progresses. Although efficient data collecting in informal interviews still involves planning and concentration. The benefit of an informal interview is that it reduces the likelihood that the data collection will be biased by the researcher's preconceived assumptions. An interview that is structured follows a set of predetermined questions. The structured interview is composed of follow-up questions, transitions, and probes. This relieves the researcher of some of the burden that comes with having to think of questions.  In this manner, structured interviews offer more data. The guided interview is a compromise method that combines certain advantages of both informal and structured interviews. A set of questions is followed during a guided interview, but not all of the suggested probes, transitions, and follow-ups are prepared in advance. The interviewer is free to stray from the interview questions as often as is necessary to explore unexpected discoveries and helpful comments. Bell (2005) expands on the topic by stating how there are other ways to interact with participants besides one-on-one interviews, and in some circumstances group interviews such as focus groups in particular might be beneficial. Focus groups are used to focus the topic of discussion, as the name suggests. They can be informal, requiring little to no researcher participation, or structured, with pre-written questions and checklists. Everything depends on the researcher’s goal. They can be official or unofficial gatherings of a diverse range of individuals who may not know one another but who have a common interest in, concern for, or experience with a topic. This research project will use guided interviews with the participants, this should benefit the research project as the guided interview should provide quantitative and qualitative data on the advantages and disadvantages of the digital age in early years. This research project will also include a focus group interview therefore teachers and parents can discuss amongst themselves their beliefs and opinions on young children using digital technology while the researcher is able to take notes of key information that is shared.

Another method that the researcher could use if this research project was to include children is the observation method. A longitudinal study would be beneficial for the researcher. A longitudinal study is observational.  Therefore, researchers do not influence their participants. In a longitudinal study, researchers observe the same participants repeatedly throughout a period time, sometimes for several years. As opposed to a cross-sectional study, which calls for the researcher to observe the participant only during a particular point in time according to institute for work and health (2015). The researcher would be able to observe children for a long period time and see first-hand how much time children spend on digital technology.
Burns (2000) states that the basic principle of observation is that behaviour has a purpose and is an expression of deeper values and ideas. The ability to capture behaviour as it happens is likely the biggest benefit of the observational method. As many research methods solely rely on participants' reports of their own past or future behaviour.
 Ethical considerations
The difficulty for researchers is to establish an environment where participants feel secure and supported while participating in the research and where they can express their feelings, concerns, and experiences. It is critical to take into account both the participants' learning abilities and the social sensitivities when developing ethical protocols to deal with concerns about consent, confidentiality protection, and incentives for participation involved in research projects as stated by Leadbeater, et al (2006). 

The participants in this research project are parents and teachers but they will be discussing and observing children in their care therefore it’s important that ethical protocols are in place to protect both the adults and children in this research project. This includes carrying out informed consent, BERA (2018) explains how It is common for researchers to get participants' informed consent to participate in a research project at the beginning of a research project. Researchers should be sensitive and open to the possibility that participants may decide to withdraw from participating from the research at any point for any reason. BERA considers voluntary informed and continuing consent to be the requirement by which participants understand and voluntarily consent to their involvement, as well as the terms and realities of it, free from any pressure. Participants should be made aware that they are free to leave at any time without having to give a reason. Therefore, the researcher needs to ensure that during this research project to gather consent from all participants at the beginning of the research and frequently remind participants that they have the right to withdraw their consent at any point. The researcher should also consider that children under 16 years old need parents to give consent on their behalf and the children to give assent to participate in research projects. Taylor, Mackay and Greig, (2007) support this by saying children if able, should provide assent in addition to the consent of the adult with parental responsibility after being informed of the implications of the research. This entails making sure that, if they are capable of doing so, they are aware of their options with regards to participating in the research, that they are aware of their right to withdraw from the research at any time.  It's also important that children are aware of their role in the research, and that they are aware of what will happen to the data that is generated from the research.
Another ethical protocol to consider in this research project is respecting participants privacy and confidentiality. It's important for the researcher be sensitive and attentive when organising and gathering data for research in order to respect the privacy and confidentiality of children and other participants. When designing the research, some of the issues can be taken into account and addressed by creating specialised protocols, such as those for maintaining anonymous, responding to disclosures of concern, storing data, and keeping information private. Other obstacles require the flexibility and modification of the researcher throughout the process, for instance, in reaction to challenges locating a site that offers privacy and secrecy or conducting interviews in public as explained by Childethics.com, (2013). In this research project the research should ensure all participants privacy and confidentiality is not exposed in any way or form. This includes not using any names or specific locations. The researcher may even want to consider allowing the participants to read the research before making the research public to ensure that the participants are happy with the information that is being publicised.

How data is shared and collected is another ethical consideration, Dogra and Reilly (2017) state how the handling of research data will typically be governed by law or by guidelines in most countries. The protocol should specify exactly how, by whom, and for what purposes the data will be stored. Researchers may be reluctant to destroy data since it serves as proof of the research they have done, but it can be important to regularly evaluate the data they have and make sure it is destroyed when it should be. As this research project is using mixed method research it’s important to consider how data collection during mixed method research is ethically collected, Preissle, et al, (2016) suggests that in mixed method research ethical concerns could come up during data collection and analysis much like in single-method research. Researchers who employ mixed methods must be ready to recognise and discuss ethical issues that are relevant to each methodological approach as well as those that arise as a result of the mixing itself.

Incentives are another ethical consideration during a research project. Erlen, Saunder and Mellor, (1999) explain how some participants may consent to participate in a research project if they will be rewarded in exchange for their time and effort.  Researchers should ask themselves if rewards such as financial gain make a research project so appealing that it is hard to resist taking part and if this is an ethical way to get participants to participate in the research.  
Motivating factors are incentives. They have the power to affect how others decide. They persuade and inspire individuals to partake in specific activities.
Since researchers offer incentives to participants, they are not necessarily perceived as forceful. In this way, participants have the choice of accepting or rejecting any incentive that is provided. Limitations to incentives could be that it may attract participants who only want the financial gain or gift rather than to be a part of the research project therefore there is a chance the participant may rush through the research project and not give the questions much thought before answering. In this research project the researcher will not offer incentives as the reward for the participants will be the research to provide a better insight on how to support children in the digital age. 

If this research project was to be done again to allow children to participate to a greater extent, the research project would have to consider ethical protocols for children, vulnerable young people and vulnerable adults. Greig, Taylor and Mackay, (2013) suggest that concentrating on widely accepted ethical principles that can serve as a starting point. When considering ethical protocols of including children in research.  A book called Principles of Biomedical Ethics, first published in 1979 and currently in its sixth edition, Beauchamp and Chidress (2008), stated how there are four generally accepted ethical principles. The first ethical principle is autonomy, it can be characterised as self-rule that is free from both controlling influence from others and from restrictions, such as a lack of understanding, that hinder meaningful choice. The second ethical principle is non-maleficence which establishes a duty to do no harm. The third ethical principle is beneficence which means people operate in a way that is beneficial to others and that people evaluate the relative importance of costs, risks, and benefits while determining if the advantages will likely surpass the dangers to participants. The fourth ethical principle is justice, this entails treating the participant fairly, equally, and appropriately in light of what is owed or owing. To ensure that all children and adolescents are treated fairly and equally. In addition NSPCC, (2020) discusses how researchers should prepare for how children, vulnerable young people and vulnerable adults may be affected by the research. Researchers must take into account the vulnerability of the participants, the sensitivity of the research topic, the appropriateness and acceptability of the research instruments, and the burden the data collection is likely to place on the participant given the circumstances in which it is taking place in order to assess the risk of participants becoming distressed and the risk that the distress results in harm. If this research project was to ask children to participate, the researcher would need to make children's safety a priority by ensuring to do no harm. This could be done by only observing the children using digital technology but only once they are comfortable around the researcher as well as constantly reminding the children that they can stop participating in the research whenever they want to. 

Due to the researcher being a part of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. The researcher has a responsibility to read and abide by the UWTSD ethics code of practice. This is to ensure that the research project doesn’t cause any harm or risk to the university. The UWTSD, (2022) explains how the University of Wales Trinity Saint David is dedicated to upholding strong ethical standards in all of the research that its researchers do. The University is aware of its responsibilities under the Concordat to Support Research Integrity to make sure that research done under its establishment adheres to recognised ethical standards, conduct procedures, and governance guidelines. For the following reasons, the university considers assessment and approval of research ethics to be crucial. The university recognises the significance of ensuring that the University meets its obligations as a Data Controller under the Data Protection Act 2018 and the General Data Protection Regulation 2018 ("UK GDPR"). The university aims to uphold highest standards of rigour and integrity in all aspects of research as well as ensuring that research is conducted in accordance with appropriate ethical, legal and professional frameworks, obligations, and standards. By ensuring that the researcher abides by the ethical protocols put in place by the university it is unlikely that any harm or risk will come to the researcher or the university. 



