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Introduction 

Welcome to East Riding College’s sixth edition of the Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 

(RSA). This journal, published every year, showcases examples of research and scholarly activity 

which staff and students have participated in, particularly while studying on Higher Education 

programmes at East Riding College. 

Staff are supported to complete RSA projects as part of the curriculum and Staff Development 

projects fund. There are some excellent examples of RSA projects within the College and a variety 

of papers from staff. 

Any staff and students who would like to submit a paper for this journal in the future can do so 

through the editors, Paul Smith, John Uzzell and Natalie Griffin. All submissions are carefully 

considered, although it may be necessary to edit papers. The complete papers are available from 

the College Quality and Teaching Standards Unit (QTSU). The journal is also available on the 

College’s website and shared with partner universities and colleges. 

Please take the opportunity to read the following papers in this edition, which are both informative 

and thought provoking. 

Congratulations to all the staff and students who have contributed to this sixth edition of the 

Journal. 

Paul Smith, John Uzzell and Natalie Griffin (Editors) 
November 2018  
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The Representation of Disabilities within Animation 
Lewis Singleton, BA Contemporary in Media, Design and Production   

 

Literature Review 

For this study various literature was consulted to inform the study, Cheu (2013) offered 

up a range of various essays covering various issues within Disney animation, two of the 

essays from Norden (2013) & Schwartz, Lutfiyya, Hansen, (2013) brought new 

perspectives and ideas to the study which reinforced the some of the issues established 

within Disney films.  Pointon & Davies (1997) presented the way in which disability has 

being represented in the past, whilst raising concerning issues about disability in the 

media. Which offered a background on live action representations whilst touching on 

animated representations.  It was discovered in a previous contextual study by the 

author that animated films do feature representations of disability, however the amount 

of representations where limited and when they did feature it was for the purpose of 

adding to the narrative as opposed to generating awareness. It was concluded that there 

seemed to be a limit of disability in contemporary animations that where released 

between 2015 to 2017 (Singleton, 2017) It came to a point during the study that the 

literature research had to move beyond media studies and into the territory of Social 

Sciences. The Directory for Disabled People (Darnbrough & Kinrade, 1995) is a handbook 

that offered a concept of how disabled people desire relationships and human closeness, 

an idea that would otherwise had being eluded, the text reinforced points show in one 

of the sampled films.  

Thomas (2007) and DePoy & Gilson (2011) introduced a new perspective in regards to 

societal issues with theories of disability in the social sciences, these sources have been 

valuable taking the leap from media studies to social sciences. 

 

Introduction 

Animation is defined as, a result when consecutive images with slight changes are 

displayed one after another at a specific frame rate, thus creating the illusion of 

movement; Docter, (2010). Animation is a medium that has thrived for generations. 

Beginning as a humble method of telling stories. When it is to this day a worldwide 

phenomenon demonstrating a multitude of functions. According to (Box Office Mojo, 
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2018), two of the top ten highest grossing films worldwide of 2015 were animated 

features, and in 2017 only one of the top ten highest grossing films worldwide was also 

an animated feature. For just one animated film to claim the accolade of being in the 

top ten highest grossing films worldwide is a big achievement, as it illustrates the power 

of the medium. This data shows that 20% of the top ten films from the past three years 

have been animated features, which suggests the universal popularity and success of the 

medium. From such success, characters, worlds and stories become existential. For 

example, a place such as Disneyland, which is a theme park centred on animated 

features illustrates the true impact that animation has on the world and society. With 

such huge box office success that some animated features receive, it would suggest that 

the films are presented to and enjoyed by audiences of multiple diverse social groups 

such as age, race, gender and sexual orientation, which are extensively analysed 

through numerous academic media texts.  

One social aspect that seems to get little attention in media academia is disability. 

According to the World Bank (2018) 15% of the world’s population has some form of 

disability. The term disability covers a multitude of impairments which can range from 

the visible physical to invisible mental and neuro cognitive issues that can affect a 

person’s quality of life, making everyday tasks a struggle. The Equality Act 2010 

presented by Gov.uk, (2018) states that to be defined as disabled, the presences of a 

mental or physical deficiency has to present, either ‘long-term’ or ‘short-term’ which 

effects and impacts the quality of life of a person. Disability has been a subject that has 

being covered in various live action films. For example; Rain Man (1988) presents autism 

and savantism, Rory O’Shear Was Here (2004) covers mobility and cerebral palsy, 

Batteries Not Included (1987) focuses on Dementia and Daredevil (2003) explores 

blindness as part of a superpower instead of a disability.  

It could be said these films create awareness, however, it is well documented that Rain 

Man (1988) created stigma and stereotypes around the subject of autism, which are 

ideas presented by Lester, (2017) and Young, (2012) This shows that live action films can 

be used to create awareness whilst, simultaneously discussing sensitive subjects, which 

however can be misinterpreted. 

In consideration that animation is viewed and enjoyed by audiences of a variety of ages, 

suggests that this medium could be employed as an appropriate forum to create 

awareness of disabilities. Similar to how live action has been utilised in the past. The 
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author Singleton (2017) established in a previous study, that on occasions animated films 

do feature representations of disabilities, however it was concluded that when 

disabilities where present the purpose of their existence was to fuel narrative as 

opposed to creating awareness. This dissertation intends to investigate and analyses 

animated feature films of the past and to the present day to establish if there is any 

correlations between the content featured in the animated films, and societal issues 

regarding disability. Simultaneously the dissertation will examine the potential of 

animation to be used to inform as well as entertain.  

 

Methodology 

Based on a previous study an aim of this research is to establish if issues still exist 

beyond the research undertaken a year ago. To gain a clear understanding of disability 

portrayal in animated films. A strategy was undertaken starting with the consultation of 

various established academic texts and twenty-four animated feature films with varied 

release dates ranging from 1937 to 2016, have been analysed with the definition by the 

Equality Act 2010 as a foundation from which to research animated representations of 

disability. 

The films are presented and distributed by various production companies, whom have 

used various animation techniques to produces the features, which have been thoroughly 

analysed and deconstructed for the purpose of this research. The films where as 

followed; Snow White And The Seven Dwarves (1937), Peter Pan (1953), The Many 

Adventures Of Winnie The Pooh (1977), The Hunchback Of Notre Dame (1996), Toy Story 

(1995), Toy Story 2 (1999), Shrek (2001), Treasure Planet (2002), Finding Nemo (2003), 

Up (2009), How To Train Your Dragon (2010), Despicable Me (2010), Toy Story 3 (2010), 

Mary And Max (2009), Wreck- It Ralph (2012), Frozen (2013), The Lego Movie (2014), 

How To Train Your Dragon (2014), Big Hero 6 (2014), Inside Out (2015), Secret Life Of 

Pets (2016), Finding Dory (2016), Trolls (2016), and Sing (2016). 

 

A small selection of the films watched have being disregarded as some of the 

representations of disability within the films did not offer solid data or did not conform 

to the definition of the Equality Act 2010, Resulting in complication when categorizing 
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the characters and defining traits with in the films. This is not to say that the films will 

not be used for comparison purposes, they will cease to be a focal point of this study. 

The films that will primarily be focal points during the discussion is as followed; Snow 

White And The Seven Dwarves (1937) The Hunchback Of Notre Dame (1996), Toy Story 

(1995), Toy Story 2 (1999) Finding Nemo (2003), How To Train Your Dragon (2010), Mary 

And Max (2009), The Lego Movie (2014), How To Train Your Dragon (2014), and Finding 

Dory (2016)  

As well as the large amount of primary research another foundation for this study is in 

the form of questions: How is disability perceived and portrayed within animation? What 

possible subversive messages around disability feature within animated films? What 

potential negative and positive impact do the representations have on society? Do these 

examples of animated films condone ableism? Do the representations in the films 

represent or hint at suggestive views and opinions of the film producers? These questions 

will be answered throughout this paper, whilst applying them to the research 

undertaken. The provision for ethical conduct is established and has been applied to the 

methodology of research ensuring the study is of appropriate ethical standards. 

Following ethical standards has curtailed how this study has taken place, an original 

intent was to measure audience participation and perceptions of animated films through 

the uses of interviews and focus groups. These primary research methods could not be 

performed due to the possibility of breaking boundaries of ethics in regards to accessing 

opinions of under 18 and vulnerable adults, in addition to this there was a concern of 

discrimination being formed and that such forms and depths of research was not 

required for an undergraduate study. Another aspect that was not required for an 

undergraduate study was the feature of graphics as visual aids from the films in which 

where discussed, however such act would require permission from the producers and 

distributors of the films in order to use the images within the dissertation, this would 

not be possible to achieve. Therefore, detailed descriptive analysis, has being opted for, 

to ensure no copyright legislations or ethics are breached. 

 

Discussion 

The following discuss the representations within the selection of films:  

Snow White and the Seven Dwarves (1937) 
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Released eighty one years ago, this film presents interesting representations of seven 

characters who have a birth deformity, known as dwarfism. Dwarfism, also known as 

restricted growth, is a condition which can be caused by various conditions. The most 

common version of the condition is known as achondroplasia, which affects one in 

twenty-five thousand people. (NHS Choices, 2018) Throughout the animated feature, the 

seemingly innocent minded Dwarves are used as comic relief and fuel for the narrative.  

On most occasions it leaves audience members laughing at their shortcomings via the 

use of slapstick comedy! Interestingly the Dwarves are presented as having a strong work 

ethic. This suggests they are self-efficient and independent as they live alone in the 

woods. The dwarves seem excluded from mainstream society, albeit they do have 

individual roles within their own society. However, the fact they don't contribute as 

members of society at large could be considered as down the fact they are disabled and 

for this reason they are excluded and discriminated within the film. The article (Changes 

in The Views of Disability, 2011) states that before the 1930’s, disabled people where 

seen as imperfect and therefore where alienated due to their condition. This shows that 

the film was released during a time period where birth defects and disabilities were not 

acceptable which indicates that the film could be just reflecting the general opinion of 

Western society of that time.   

Despite the seven characters being grouped and labelled as “Dwarves” due to their 

condition, they all have individual personalities and traits, which they are named after. 

For example, Sneezy, Grumpy and Dopey, which are self-explanatory. It was established 

that the “Dwarves” are part of their own community, however a community that 

appears to have a social hierarchy with Doc, the leader being at the top of it, and the 

seemingly naïve special needs presented character, Dopey, at the bottom of it, possibly 

due to his seemingly lack of cognitive intellect. According Schwartz, Lutfiyya, Hansen 

(2013) as well as his dwarfism, the character dopey exhibits traits of down syndrome, 

albeit a seemly farfetched notion however a notion that does not seem appropriate, 

whilst Dopey’s mannerisms may fall into the category of such his facial elements don’t.  

They continue to  also present the theory that he is deemed as an “idiot” and has a 

“mental retardation” from other academic theories. Whist the “dwarves” are physically 

and visibly disabled due to the condition dwarfism, cognitive deficits seems to be 

portrayed amongst them, as they are represented as unintelligible and uneducated 

fools. Schwartz, Lutfiyya, Hansen, (2013) presents arguments that within the film, 
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Dopey can be seen in various scenes being portrayed as a dog, whilst eliciting dog like 

gestures, which suggests that people similar to Dopey’s nature comparable to animals. 

They also argued that the way dopey was presented, was never the intent of the film 

producers, this suggest that for all intent and purposes this is an animated film that was 

released during the 30’s to be an outlet for entertainment and that there may have 

never being any ill intent in the way the characters are presented.  

However, this shows that representation plays a huge part in animation, as in the way a 

character can be represented within a film, can be completely different and removed 

from how audience members perceive the character. As Schwartz, Lutfiyya, Hansen 

(2013) state that society relies on representation within media to gain an understanding 

of the unknown and unfamiliar.  

In addition, it was argued that children viewing films with disability representation of 

this standard maybe influenced to treat people or peers with cognitive disabilities in a 

negative way.  There is no doubt that this film could at the time and still now have 

negative impact on those who are in contact with the condition of dwarfism. In addition, 

it is now clear that as Schwartz, Lutfiyya, Hansen (2013) presented, negative portrayal 

of Dopey’s cognitive disability could also cause repercussions to people of a similar 

nature. It is clear just from the title of the film. ‘Snow White and The Seven Dwarves’ 

that the characters are used to the purpose of narrative. Such a title, if it would be 

released in the current day, may be seen as a derogative insult. This said there is clearly 

an underlining prejudice regarding representations of both cognitive and physical 

disabilities within this film. The portrayal of Dopey in the study by (Schwartz, Lutfiyya, 

Hansen, 2013) has compared to other characters produced by Disney over a time period 

of five decades, including Gus from Cinderella (1950) and Lefou from Beauty And The 

Beast (1991). Interestingly, similarities between the three characters is established in 

that they all suffer from some form of cognitive disability, are presented as childlike and 

are used for comic relief, whilst being mistreated in various ways, throughout the films. 

However, the fact that a portrayal of one character can be set five decades apart from 

of another character and have similarities which are so close is unprecedented. Another 

example of this kind of character can be drawn from a more recent Disney film Frozen, 

(2013) with Oalf, who appears as a simple, naive, childlike, innocent character, This 

therefore presents an argument that there is a repetitive trend in the portrayal 

characters with cognitive disability in Disney’s animated films, which is evident in that 
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they are used for comic relief purposes and bear no societal value in terms of the film. 

This suggests that people with cognitive disabilities are subjected to perceptions of 

ableism in animation and that they have no value beyond comedy. Such representation 

could result in negative public perception towards people with cognitive disabilities. 

Schwartz, Lutfiyya, Hansen, (2013).  

The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1996) 

In 1996, the animation giant Disney, released the questionably titled The Hunchback of 

Notre Dame where the main character Quasimodo is subjected to abuse, ostracization 

and imprisonment due to a disability, which affects the physical appearance of the 

spine, the condition is known as Kyphosis. According to NHS Choices, (2015) it is a 

condition where a serve curvature of the spine is present, creating a hunched over 

appearance, as well as this, Quasimodo also has a facial disfigurement. Within the film 

Quasimodo is adopted by Frollo, the villain in the film who imprisons and manipulates 

the naive and feeble minded Quasimodo. 

 An almost Stockholm Syndrome effect takes over Quasimodo who believes that Frollo is 

trying to protect him from the uncertain and fractious outside world. According to 

Norden, (2013) the film was inspired by literature works released in the ninetieth 

century written by Victor Hugo, entitled Notre-Dame De Paris, and a previous Disney 

film, Beauty and The Beast (1991) which also presents the concept of character 

judgement based on physical appearances. Due to the imprisonment in the cathedral, 

Quasimodo devises non-existent imaginary friends who are gargoyles. Norden (2010) 

confirms this.  

This suggests that the mental health and emotional wellbeing of Quasimodo is impaired 

due to his subjugation and abuse received from Frollo. In addition to this Norden (2013) 

theorised that Quasimodo sees himself as an animal and a monster, due to the 

conditioning imposed on him by Frollo, this could be argued as that's how the film 

producers wanted the audience to view Quasimodo as nothing more than a beast. Which 

is confirmed by some of the comments from background characters within the film, for 

example, on occasions Quasimodo is called “Hideous” and given a back handed 

compliment of the “ugliest face in Paris” in addition to the name calling. He is tied 

down, laughed at and the receiver of old food produce that is thrown at him as he is the 
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bearer of a jester’s hat. All which Quasimodo endures during his first visit into the 

world.  

Another oppressed character features within the film, an unachievable love interest of 

Quasimodo’s, is Esmerelda who in some cases suffers the same or similar marginalisation 

of the disabled Quasimodo. The reason she is vilified by Frollo is purely because she is a 

gypsy. The context of the film suggests that there is a connection between the way 

gypsy’s and disabled people are perceived and treated. As Esmerelda states “You treat 

this poor boy the same way you treat my people.” it appears she pities him, as she frees 

him from the cruel and aggressive crowd during his first visit. Although Quasimodo was 

born to a gypsy, yet he is singled out not for being a son of a gypsy, which is considered 

unethical at that time period, but for being a disabled person, for being visually 

different. 

 This would suggest that a message of the film is that it is appropriate for people with 

visual disabilities to be singled out and ostracized by physical and mental abuse. This 

could be an extension of the film’s producer’s feelings and views of people with 

Kyphosis and disabilities. As confirmed by Norden, (2013) the film’s producers were less 

than sympathetic to people with the condition of kyphosis who had requested and 

petitioned a change in name of the title. 

In addition to this it was established that attacks on people with the condition similar to 

Kyphosis occurred on 100 occasions after the release of the film within the United 

Kingdom, which seem to be spurred on by the release of the film as stated by Norden, 

(2013).Therefore it could be argued that Disney had condoned and encouraged this kind 

of behaviour by presenting such events within the film.   

What was a foundation for this study: “what if a knight in shining armour was in 

wheelchair as opposed to a horse?”, is a sentiment in which this film seems to address 

and Norden, (2013), reinforces this theory by stating that the producers of the films 

broke convention making Quasimodo a hero and despite this, the film gained an award 

for the worst representation of a character with a disability in film. However, as 

mentioned by one of the voice actors, the film gained identification among its younger 

audiences as they seem to relate to Quasimodo’s marginalisation for various reasons and 

aspects. (Norden (2013) As mentioned earlier Quasimodo has an unachievable love 

interest which is in the form of female character Esmerelda, it is mention by Darnbrough 
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And Kinrade,(1995) that having relationship is of great importance as it provides 

happiness and without such outlet can result in a rather sad existence. With the 

outcome of Quasimodo not achieving a relationship this would suggest a reflection of 

reality as Darnbrough And Kinrade ,(1995) continue to state that people with disabilities 

are not seen in the capacity as “Sexual beings” this would suggest that Quasimodo would 

never attain a relationship due to his condition. This realization poses a question: If 

Quasimodo was a handsome man without his condition, would he get the girl? However 

he does achieve the acceptance he desired. Despite achieving acceptance at the end of 

the film, this does not reflect the truth of what would have being in the era Quasimodo 

was born into, as birth defects or people of a different disposition was not accepted, 

thus offering a cynical outlook on the wishy-washy fairy-tale ending. However, the 

overall message of this film is acceptance, Quasimodo only ever wanted to be accepted, 

part of society and to live a life like anyone else, which seems to capture a consensus of 

how disabled people feel as backed up by DWP (2012) who state that people with 

disabilities want to be part of society which in turn means to be accepted. 

 It is clear that reflecting on the progress of disability in the 22 years since the release 

of the film Disney certainly broke ethical and social boundaries which induced a 

variation of positive and negative responses, among film creators, crews and audiences.  

Toy Story (1995) & Toy Story 2 (1999) 

Centred on the fictitious premise of toys coming to life, are films Toy Story (1995) And 

Toy Story 2 (1999), which were part of a new era in animation, in which encapsulates 

children and adults within the interestingly it was realised that both films feature a 

main character that becomes an amputee, as arms are removed or lost.  

Both arms are fixed and replace during both movies however this does not necessarily 

reflect real life representation of amputees as if an arm is removed then indeed a 

prosthetic can be used as a replacement, but to replace the same arm is somewhat 

unheard of, this could be an idealistic notion of a rather painful truth. It can be 

conclusively stated that the loss of arms featured in both films are for the benefit of 

narrative as the films would be lacking motive without these two events. Interestingly 

during both films there seems to be what could be considered as a negative impact on 

the disabled, in Toy Story (1995) at approximately 33 minutes and 21 seconds into the 
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film, a van drove by a young person can be seen misusing what appears to be a disabled 

parking spot. 

The same event happens once again in the sequel Toy Story 2 (1999), at approximately 

19 minutes and 55 seconds into the film. A character seems to unnecessarily block a 

parking area that is intended for the disabled. Whilst this is not an issue well 

documented, it was something that became evident during the content analysis process 

of this study. This issue extends beyond the Toy Story franchise into Despicable Me 

(2010). Within the film two Minions, who work for the main character, villain Gru, are 

inherently naughty and can be seen at approximately 38 minutes into the film parking 

into a reserved parking spot for the disabled.  Taking into account that this issue spreads 

over 3 of the films would suggest a small trend. Which could be considered as either a 

reflection on reality or an endorsement that suggest it is appropriate to use disabled 

parking spots without the correct credentials, resulting in possible societal impact.  

Finding Nemo (2003) & Finding Dory (2016) 

Finding Nemo (2003), centred around the concept of a fish, Marlin, losing his son, Nemo 

to a diver. In order to save Nemo, Marlin swims across the ocean to eventually be 

reunited with his son. Marlin is an over protective father which is spurred on by past 

traumatic events and the fact Nemo has a defective fin, which causes him to struggle to 

swim.  

It is apparent that the defective fin Nemo has is a congenital disability similar to the 

condition phocomelia syndrome, which is a condition where limbs are significantly and 

visibly shorter or on occasions missing (WebMD,2008). It is presented early on the film 

that Nemo’s disfigured fin is a positive aspect with it being nicknamed “The Lucky Fin” 

As the film progresses a new character Dory is introduced which is quickly established 

that she suffers from a cognitive issue known as short term memory loss. Other 

disabilities are featured throughout the film for example, OCD, allergies and addictions 

have occasional appearances however when they do appear it is clearly used for comic 

relief. In instances the following portrayals of disabilities and conditions is featured 

within the film: A fish with obsessions for bubbles, Sheldon, a seahorse clams he is “HO2 

Intolerant” and Sharks are shown at what appears to be a mock of an Alcoholics 

Anonymous meeting but with the addiction being fish as opposed to alcohol. These 

instances show irony as well as a perhaps distasteful projection of issues. The film is 
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aimed at a somewhat younger audience but encourages acceptance and understanding 

of people, or in the case fish with conditions. Harma, Gombert& Roussey, (2013) 

presents facts in historical context which reference a change in the classroom 

environment where the convergence of special education needs children and 

mainstream children in the same classes occurred.  

This is an aspect that seems to be channelled within a scene in the film where on 

occasions where Nemo is part of a class of children, some of which indeed ask questions 

about his fin, however overall, he is accepted into the classroom environment and not 

singled out or discriminated due to visible physical condition. Nemo is not excluded from 

society despite his physical disfigurement. This is unlike Quasimodo from The Hunchback 

Notre Dame (1996), Nemo is accepted. In fact, he is relied upon to aid the escape of a 

society of fish where he becomes accepted. Interestingly the film addresses Nemo’s 

confidence about his fin whilst injecting occasional bouts of positive reinforcement 

helping him see himself not as someone with a defective fin but someone who can 

contribute to society. Within that society is also another fish with a defective fin that is 

an acquired disability, as opposed to a congenital disability, who inspires Nemo to 

achieve seemingly unachievable goals. The film shows two aspects, these are that the 

representation of disability has changed within animation since the portrayal of 

Quasimodo and that Nemo’s condition is portrayed in a positive light, which in turn 

projects Nemo not as disabled but as a determined individual and a message that could 

be ushered through all aspects of life, achievements are still possible despite 

shortcomings. A sequel to Finding Nemo (2003) focuses on the mentally challenged 

character Dory, who, as mentioned earlier suffers from shot term memory loss, which is 

portrayed within the first film where she helps Marlin, Nemo’s dad, help find Nemo. 

Finding Dory (2016), the sequel, has a similar take on the representation of how 

disability is presented. 

 This film focuses on Dory trying to remember where her family is located, which 

explores her short-term memory loss in which she has from an early age. In addition to 

this, new characters with disabilities are introduced, for example: Hank is an octopus 

with a tentacle missing, Destiny a whale is partially sighted.  

Cavna (2016) presents how Dory uses her outgoing personality to compensate for a 

disability, they continue to presents a view from Co-Director Angus Mclane who 

mentions that Dory’s disability is shown as both advantages and disadvantages. This 
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reinforces not only the positive way disabilities are represented in contemporary 

animation, but also how the film producers and creators see and represent their 

characters, whilst channelling positive mental attitude towards disabilities. 

How to Train Your Dragon (2010) & How to Train Your Dragon 2 

Adapted from a book aimed at children, How to Train Your Dragon features a variation 

of representations of disabilities that are not just limited to characters that are human, 

but also dragons. Within the film, Viking Hiccup tries to follow an almost a rite of 

passage within his community and kill a dragon, in doing so, he captures Toothless the 

dragon, however in the process, Toothless is injured resulting in his back-tail fin 

becoming damaged preventing him from being able to fly. To remedy this, Hiccup 

creates a replacement tail fin with materials to help Toothless fly, however he can only 

fly with the aid of Hiccup controlling his tail fin. Gober a blacksmith is another character 

in the film who has disabilities. Despite having both an amputated arm and leg, he 

contributes with his multipurpose prosthetics to the society of the Vikings who seem to 

rely upon his handy craftsmanship. During the conclusion of the film Hiccup loses he left 

leg which is replaced with a prosthetic leg, however this does not prevent him 

achieving. It appears that overall positive message reinforced throughout the film is that 

aspirations can still be achieved despite having disabilities. This film presents powerful 

messages that should be encouraged as it teaches the value of diversity and to look past 

labels. (Timshel, 2014) Another positive aspect that was established by Bbrutlag, (2010) 

was that this film does not a dear to stereotypes of disabled people and that the 

characters are not restricted by their disability.   

2014 saw the release of the sequel which reinforced similar messages however the 

villain within the film had an amputated arm. Drago Bludvist lost his arm to a dragon 

and is seemingly vengeful and bitter about the loss. For most part of the film Drago 

keeps his amputated arm hidden, it could be argued that he is ashamed of his disability, 

which could project a negative message that people should be ashamed of their 

disabilities.  

Despite this, the film is rather positive on the subject matter of disabilities. Within the 

film Hiccup’s mother can be seen stating “Some of us are born different” she’s is 

referring to the fact that Hiccup and herself have an almost like spiritually connected to 
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dragons, which was not accepted among there tribe. However, it could be considered 

that what Hiccup’s mother is saying is an overall message of acceptance.  

Mary And Max (2009) 

Based on true events and what could be considered as an animation aimed at an adult 

audience and the only one of its kind within the sample of animated films. The film 

follows two strangers who become pen pals, one transpires to have Asperger Syndrome, 

a form of autism that causes various issues such as social issues, Hypersensitivity, 

Alexithymia and other various struggles which is typical of someone with Autism and 

Asperger’s. (The National Autistic Society, 2018) a charity for people with autism 

presents the condition autism as a disability in which makes communication and progress 

a struggle.  

Despite the condition autism being confirmed as a disability under the National Autistic 

Society, it is clearly communicated within the autistic community that many with the 

condition or connection to the condition do not see it as a disability. (Hussman, 2016) 

confirms this. It would appear that the film makers have being aware of this as they 

present Max who does not see himself as someone who is disabled, despite his condition. 

(Newbutt, 2014) presents a quote from the film where Max feels he does not consider 

himself as a disabled person. This reflects the consensus of people within the autistic 

community. This would also suggest that the film makers of Mary and Max have taken 

into account the views on the condition.  

Interestingly (Newbutt, 2014) also discusses the film in depth while classifying the 

representation of the condition as ‘bittersweet’, whilst presenting it as educational 

attentive representation of autism. Recently a programme was broadcasted on television 

titled Are You Autistic? (2018). The documentary discusses and investigates various traits 

of Autism from the views of autistic and none autistic people. It was stated in the 

programme that peoples understanding of autism from a neurotypicals perspective 

(someone without autism) derives from one of two stereotypes featured in the media, 

Rain Man from the film Rain Man and Sheldon Cooper from the Television Show Big Bang 

Theory (2007 – 2018). Both of which are noted as either having autism or autistic traits, 

varying from low functioning to high functioning, this suggest that people rely on media 

products to relate, understand and reference conditions they are not familiar with.  
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However, the seemingly more accurately representation of Autism and Asperger’s 

syndrome represented in Mary and Max (2009) was not mentioned, however it could be 

argued that despite its accuracy, stereotypes could still be derived from the film. It 

would appear that the film has a niche audience. Due to its small amount of 141,461 

ratings and viewings received on film orientated website IMDB, (2018) Newbutt, (2014) 

compares Mary And Max (2009) to Finding Nemo (2003) a film that was also analysed for 

the purpose of this research by suggesting that disabilities was more appropriately 

represented within Mary And Max (2009) as opposed to Finding Nemo (2003), this could 

be due to the limitations that Finding Nemo, (2003) faces as it is aimed at a much 

younger audience which can limit the content covered and context in which it is 

presented in. Mary and Max (2009) tackles various sensitive subjects whilst creating an 

awareness and understanding of various disabilities and conditions and issues such as 

alcoholism, agoraphobia, birth defects, Motability and speech impediments. However, at 

times the film does seem to present said issues in a comical light, this said they have 

also presented some of the conditions in a positive manner. It is apparent that the 

representation of autism within the film is accurate and to some existent creates an 

awareness of the condition, Kraayenoord (2011) reinforced this by arguing that 

disabilities in films can create an awareness. Which conclusively makes Mary and Max 

unique in comparison to other animated feature films.  

The Lego Movie (2014) 

A film based around toy giant Lego comes The Lego Move (2014) a film which presents 

the subject of oppression in a comical and fun way. One of the characters, Vitruvius 

early on in the film is made blind, by the villain of the film Lord Business, which propels 

the narrative of the film. Vitruvius is visually impaired, wise, and an elderly man with 

the ability to fight which is a positive portrayal of a character with disabilities (Pop 

Culture Pug, 2017). However, it could be argued that this is yet another example of a 

disabled character being used for the purposes of comedy relief in animated films, as 

throughout, his blindness is used as a running joke, where on occasions he can be seen 

mistaking characters for farm animals, talking in the wrong direction and falling off 

edges. Thompson (2014) states that The Lego Movie appears to be “Anti-Sight” and 

presents visual impairments in a postie light. This is interesting perspective as it could 

be argued that a range of scenes don’t project Vitruvius disability in a positive light but 

more so comical light. In some scenes Vitruvius can be seen playing the piano and 
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fighting of enemies despite being visually impaired but this does not necessarily 

outweigh the negative representations that surround the character. 

Another disability which could be argued as featuring in the film is split personality 

disorder. One of the characters: Bad Cop has two personalities in which he switches 

between, his Good Cop side and Bad Cop side. This aspect of the film could just be a 

comical take on the historic Good Cop, Bad Cop roles often seen in police focused films. 

It may even be a take on the fact that Bad Cop is a Lego Mini figures who often have two 

faces in which can be switched between. However ultimately it could be perceived as a 

mockery towards people with split personality disorder as it is used as a device for 

narrative and comedy. In addition, another character, Metal beard is featured whose 

whole body is replaced by mechanical mechanism, it could be argued that he is not 

disabled as his quality of life does not seem affected. 

States that in terms of a cultural rating the film featured “marginalized identities” one 

in which is disability whilst apparently “challenging stereotypes”. Whilst the film did 

challenge both stereotypes and “marginalized identities” it could be argued that it did 

not do so on an ethical level as some of the representations within the film where used 

such as Vitruvius’s blindness and Bad Cops split personality where used for comical 

purposes which in turn suggests that stereotypes would have to be used in order for the 

audience to engage and understand the humour.  

Results 

Trends in the Data 

The films investigated into where outputted into quantitative data to establish any 

trends between the films and representations of disability. It was established that 55% of 

the films featured a protagonist or main character with a disability or condition, this was 

more than expected and could be perceived as a positive reinforcement of disabled 

people as a hero or as main focal points within film, which in turn could project a 

positive attitude towards disabled people. 25% of the films feature antagonist with a 

disability or condition, this was on the occasions where the animated films would 

feature a villain with a disability. 

4% of the films feature a narrative that informs and creates awareness, this is not 

unexpected however this shows that an animated film featuring a disability to create 
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awareness is rare and would suggest a gap for a potential use of animation. 43% of the 

films feature characters with disabilities or a condition that are used for comic relief, 

this statistic offers a concerning perspective, as it is the second highest statistic. It is 

established that the majority of representations throughout the films are positive 

however it is concerning that 43% of the films 

 contain a character that seems cognitively challenge, this is something that has existed 

throughout Disney animated films more so than other films released by other studios. 

This has happened since the release of Disney’s first film in 1937 and continues to this 

day with representations that extend beyond the sample of films watched for this study.   

Conclusion 

Representation of disability has improved over the years, it appears to change the way 

disability is viewed and represented resulting in greater tolerances and understanding 

taken place within society, which shines through contemporary examples of animation 

which projects positivity on disability more so than films of the past. Perception plays a 

huge role in the way Disability in animation is Perceived and presented, it is apparent 

that what an audience member may perceive is different from that of a creator. This 

would suggest that the end results of a film and the reception it gets is not always 

intended. It is therefore the established that the representations within the films that 

was realized, especially the negative ones should not be necessarily perceived as a 

negative aspect but instead a positive aspect ultimately offering a chance to improve 

and reflect upon past attempts of disability in animation, similar to how the disability 

representation had evolved into various positive representations.  

The Primary function of an animated film is to entertain, giving an outlet for escapism 

however it was established that there is huge potential for disability to not so much 

serve as fuel for narrative but to be used as a tool, a device to create an awareness, 

understanding and idealistic values in animation, therefore with the potential improve 

the Social Model of disability. Offering a chance to produce animated films with 

accurate representations to reinforce the trials, tribulations and indeed benefits of 

being disabled.  There is certainly a future for disability studies around the subject of 

animation. As they are many avenues to be explored for example: audience participated 

research would add a new conclusive perspective to the way animation is perceived, a 

bigger sample of animated films may add an insight into more covert representations of 
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disability in animation and perhaps a consideration of foreign animated films may bring 

new results. 

 

Reference List 

Are You Autistic?, (2018). [TV programme] Channel 4: Channel 4. 

Bbrutlag (2010). “How to Train Your Dragon” Refreshingly PWDs Friendly. [online] Feministing. Available 

at: http://feministing.com/2010/04/09/how-to-train-your-dragon-refreshingly-pwds-

friendly/#preComment [Accessed 24 Apr. 2018]. 

Big Hero 6. (2014). [film] Directed by D. Hall and C. Williams. USA: FortyFour Studios, Walt Disney 

Animation Studios. 

Box Office Mojo. (2018). Yearly Box Office. [online] Available at: http://www.boxofficemojo.com 

[Accessed 17 Jan. 2018]. 

Cavna, M. (2016). How ‘Finding Dory’ and ‘Finding Nemo’ deal beautifully with disabilities. [online] 

Washington Post. Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/comic-riffs/wp/2016/06/17/how-

finding-dory-and-finding-nemo-deal-beautifully-with-

disabilities/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.91a700ad5ade [Accessed 23 Apr. 2018]. 

Changes in the Views of Disability. (2011). Treatment of Disabled People Throughout History - Changes in 

the Views of Disability. [online] Available at: 

https://sites.google.com/site/changesintheviewsofdisability/treatment-of-disabled-people-throughout-

history [Accessed 6 Feb. 2018]. 

Cheu, J. ed., (2013). Diversity in Disney Films: Critical Essays on Race, Ethnicity, Gender, Sexuality and 

Disability. 1st ed. McFarland & Co, pp.1,2,3, 163 -194. 

Darnbrough, A. and Kinrade, D. (1995). Directory for disabled people. 7th ed. London: Prentice 

Hall/Harvester Wheatsheaf in association with the Royal Association for Disability and Rehabilitation, 

p.291. 

DePoy, E. and Gilson, S. (2011). Studying Disability. Los Angeles: SAGE Publications, pp.169-174. 

Despicable Me. (2010). [film] Directed by P. Coffin and C. Renaud. USA & France: Universal Pictures, 

Illumination Entertainment. 

Disability Nottinghamshire. (2018). Social Model vs Medical Model of disability - Disability Nottinghamshire. 

[online] Available at: http://www.disabilitynottinghamshire.org.uk/about/social-model-vs-medical-

model-of-disability/ [Accessed 23 Apr. 2018]. 

DWP (2012). Helping disabled people do the best they can and take part in their local area. DWP, p.5. 

Finding Dory. (2016). [film] Directed by A. Stanton and A. MacLane. Emeryville, Ca: Pixar. 

Finding Nemo. (2013). [DVD] Directed by A. Stanton. Emeryville, California: Pixar. 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  21 

 
 

Frozen. (2013). [film] Directed by C. Buck and J. Lee. USA: Walt Disney Animation Studios. 

Gov.uk. (2018). Definition of disability under the Equality Act 2010 - GOV.UK. [online] Available at: 

https://www.gov.uk/definition-of-disability-under-equality-act-2010 [Accessed 7 Apr. 2018]. 

Harma, K., Gombert, A. and Roussey, J. (2013). Impact of Mainstreaming and Disability Visibility on Social 

Representations of Disability and Otherness Held by Junior High School Pupils. International Journal of 

Disability, Development and Education, 60(4), pp.312-313. 

How To Train Your Dragon 2. (2014). [film] Directed by D. DeBlois. USA: DreamWorks Animation. 

How To Train Your Dragon. (2010). [video] Directed by D. DeBolis and C. Sanders. Dreamworks. 

Hussman, J. (2016). Autism is not a disability | Autism Support Network. [online] 

Autismsupportnetwork.com. Available at: http://www.autismsupportnetwork.com/news/autism-not-

disability-what-do-you-think-2273822 [Accessed 7 Apr. 2018]. 

IMDb. (2018). Mary and Max (2009). [online] Available at: 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0978762/?ref_=nv_sr_1 [Accessed 26 Apr. 2018]. 

Inside Out. (2015). [film] Directed by P. Docter and R. Del Carmen. Emeryville, Ca: Pixar. 

Kraayenoord, C. (2011). Movies and Disability: Positive impact or harm?. International Journal of 

Disability, Development and Education, 58(2), pp.103-105. 

Mary And Max. (2009). [DVD] Directed by A. Elliot. Australia: Melodrama Pictures. 

Newbutt, N. (2014). Exploring an Autism Condition in “Mary and Max”. [Blog] Animation Studies 2.0. 

Available at: https://blog.animationstudies.org/?p=704 [Accessed 26 Apr. 2018]. 

NHS Choices. (2015). Kyphosis. [online] Available at: https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/Kyphosis/ [Accessed 

7 Apr. 2018]. 

NHS Choices. (2018). Restricted growth (dwarfism). [online] Available at: 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/restricted-growth/causes/ [Accessed 17 Jan. 2018]. 

Norden, M. (2013). You're a Surprise from Every Angle': Disability, Identity, and Otherness in The 

Hunchback of Notre Dame. In: J. Cheu, ed., Diversity in Disney Films: Critical Essays on Race, Ethnicity, 

Gender, Sexuality and Disability, 1st ed. McFarland & Co, pp.163-178. 

Peter Pan. (1953). [DVD] Directed by C. Geronimi, W. Jackson, H. Luske and J. Kinney. California: Walt 

Disney Productions. 

Pointon, A. and Davies, C. ed., (1997). Framed: Interrogating Disability In The Media. London: British Film 

Institute, pp.6-15. 

Pop Culture Pug. (2017). The Lego Movie. [online] Available at: 

https://popculturepug.com/2015/03/17/the-lego-movie/ [Accessed 24 Apr. 2018]. 

Randjelovic, N., Pirsl, D. and Pirsl, T. (2012). Issue On Disability Advertising Imaging In Media. Crnogorska 

Sportska Akademija, (34-36). 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  22 

 
 

Safran, S. (1998). The First Century of Disability Portrayal in Film. The Journal of Special Education, 31(4), 

pp.467-479. 

Samsel, M. and Perepa, P. (2013). The impact of media representation of disabilities on teachers' 

perceptions. Support for Learning, 28(4), pp.138-144. 

Schwartz, K., Lutfiyya, Z. and Hansen, N. (2013). Dopey's Legacy: Stereotypical Portrayals Of Intellectual 

Disability in the Classic Animated Films. In: J. Cheu, ed., Diversity in Disney Films: Critical Essays on Race, 

Ethnicity, Gender, Sexuality and Disability, 1st ed. McFarland & Co, pp.179 - 194. 

Secret Life Of pets. (2017). [DVD] Directed by C. Renaud and Y. Cheney. Illumination. 

Shrek. (2001). [video] Directed by A. Adamson and V. Jenson. Dreamworks. 

Sing. (2017). [DVD] Directed by G. Jennings and C. Lourdelet. Illumination. 

Singleton, L. (2017). Contextual Studies Assignment: Investigate And Identify Issues Of Disabilities Within 

Animation.. pp.6 - 7. 

Slawson, N. (2017). Philip Hammond causes storm with remarks about disabled workers. [online] The 

Guardian. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/dec/07/philip-hammond-causes-

storm-with-remarks-about-disabled-workers [Accessed 6 Feb. 2018]. 

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. (1937). [film] Directed by W. Cottrell, D. Hand, W. Jackson, L. Morey, 

P. Pearce and B. Sharpsteen. California: Walt Disney Productions. 

The Hunchback of Notre Dame. (1996). [film] Directed by G. Trousdale and K. Wise. USA: Walt Disney 

Productions. 

The Lego Movie. (2014). [DVD] Directed by P. Lord and C. Miller. Warner Brothers. 

The Many Adventures of Winnie the Pooh. (1977). [film] Directed by J. Lounsbery and W. Reitherman. 

California: Walt Disney Productions. 

The National Autistic Society. (2018). What is autism? - NAS. [online] Available at: 

http://www.autism.org.uk/about/what-is.aspx [Accessed 6 Feb. 2018]. 

Thomas, C. (2007). Sociologies of disability and illness. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, pp.49-58. 

Thompson, H. (2014). The LEGO Movie: Being Blind is Awesome!. [Blog] Blind Spot. Available at: 

http://hannah-thompson.blogspot.co.uk/2014/03/the-lego-movie-being-blind-is-awesome.html [Accessed 

24 Apr. 2018]. 

Timshel, M. (2014). How to Train Your Dragon and Evolving Ideas about Disability. [Blog] THE INCLUSION 

BLOG. Available at: https://www.inclusionsystem.ca/blog/how-to-train-your-dragon-and-evolving-ideas-

about-disability/ [Accessed 23 Apr. 2018]. 

Toy Story 2. (2010). [video] Directed by J. Lasseter. Emeryville, California: Pixar. 

Toy Story 3. (2010). [video] Directed by L. Unkrich. Emeryville, California: Pixar. 

Toy Story. (1995). [film] Directed by J. Lasseter. Emeryville, California: Pixar. 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  23 

 
 

Treasure Planet. (2002). [film] Directed by R. Clements and J. Musker. USA: Walt Disney Feature 

Animation. 

Trolls. (2016). [DVD] Directed by M. Mitchel and W. Dohrn. Dreamworks. 

Up. (2009). [film] Directed by P. Docter and B. Peterson. Emeryville, CA: Pixar. 

WebMD. (2008). Phocomelia Syndrome. [online] Available at: 

https://www.webmd.com/children/phocomelia-syndrome [Accessed 21 Apr. 2018]. 

Wreck-It Ralph. (2012). [film] Directed by R. Moore. USA: Walt Disney Animation Studios. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  24 

 
 

 

Research question – To what extent does emotional support in a primary 
school impact on the pupil’s attitude to learning? 

Charlotte Charlton, Foundation Degree in Learning Support 

 

Introduction and Rationale 

Children have not changed; childhood has (Oehlberg, 2006). 

The research question, to what extent does emotional support in a primary school impact 

on the pupil’s attitude to learning? was chosen as an area to research as it is an area of 

specific need within the school and it is of significant interest to the researcher 

professionally. As a small-scale action research project, it is the intention of the author 

to provide valid and reliable results which will recognise the strengths of the setting in 

this area but to also see where changes or improvements could be made. It is 

acknowledged by the author that data generated will be relatable to the authors setting 

only and not be generalisable to any other primary or educational setting. The research 

project will take part in a larger than average primary school. The pupils come from a 

large variety of social backgrounds. Although the research took place over six weeks, 

which is the normal length of ELSA interventions, the research will aim to provide 

information that will be useful in the long-term as emotional development is hard to 

measure in time-scales and figures due to its nature. 

The Head Teacher of the author’s setting gave his support to the research project as 

pupil’s attitude to learning is a particular focus of the school and the introduction of a 

full-time emotional and behavioural Learning Support Worker (LSW) is in its infancy. The 

area of promoting a good attitude to learning is a large part of the school’s aim to raise 

attainment, as it would be hoped a child will be in a more positive mind-set to learn if 
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they feel safe and calm, this theory will be explored throughout the research project. 

Part of the setting’s aims and ethos state that, everyone should feel valued and respected 

within a warm, happy, calm atmosphere where every pupil enjoys learning (School X Aims 

and Ethos, 2018). 

As an LSW in primary school education, the author has observed social changes, such as 

changes in family structure and the increased use of technology and social media, which 

have impacted on children’s emotional well-being and stability. An increase in the 

teaching of subjects such as Personal, Social, Health Education (PSHE) and Spiritual, 

Moral, Social and Cultural (SMSC) has been observed as has the increasing numbers of 

Learning Support Workers (LSWs) who have received training to support pupil’s emotional 

well-being. The area of training for LSW’s that is of significance to this research project 

is Emotional Literacy Support Assistants (ELSA). ELSA is a course run by Local Authority 

Educational Psychologists that is aimed at LSWs. It aims to support children who may find 

themselves in permanent or temporary emotional turmoil. The course covers areas such 

as social skills, emotions, therapeutic stories, anger management, bereavement, social 

stories and self-esteem (ELSA Support, 2013).  

Six of the standards in the National Occupational Standards for supporting teaching and 

learning; help to keep children safe; contribute to positive relationships; contribute to 

the prevention and management of challenging behaviour; support children with 

behaviour, emotional and social development needs; promote children’s well-being and 

resilience and support young people in tackling problems and taking action, show the 

relevance of the LSW’s role in supporting children’s emotional well-being (Skills for 

Schools, 2018). 

The aims of the research project are: to investigate if a child’s emotional well-being 

impacts on their attitude to learning; to research if the emotional support the author’s 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  26 

 
 

setting provides has any impact on a child’s attitude to learning; to research the most 

effective form of emotional support that can be offered to the child, within the setting, 

without impacting other pupil’s learning and to investigate where it is most beneficial 

that the support comes from and the impact on those members of staff. These aims will 

be researched through reading of related material, a questionnaire for teaching staff in 

the setting, a survey with a sample group of children who have received ELSA support 

within the setting and an interview with the emotional support LSW from the setting. 

The author’s hypothesis, in regard to the research project, is that if a child feels secure, 

safe and listened to, their attitude to learning will become more positive, furthermore it 

is the author’s belief that some children will require additional support to return to their 

learning after an ELSA session. The author is also of the belief that a primary setting is a 

vital place for emotional support to take place and finally that the findings will show that 

there is a greater need for emotional support within the setting than we, at present, have 

the capacity to cater for. 

Literature Review 

The subject of a child’s emotional needs and well-being have become more prevalent in 

recent years. This could be, in parts due to social changes, the increased use of social 

media and the reporting of cases such as Victoria Climbié and Baby P and the increased 

coverage of children who have tragically taken their own lives as they could see no other 

way out and felt unable to express their feelings and emotions with people who may have 

been able to support them. It would be easy to presume that a child who is in emotional 

turmoil, either permanently or temporarily, may not be fully focused in their education 

setting or may find it difficult to reach their true potential. This is, in part, the essence 

of this research project, to try to ascertain if a child’s emotional well-being, does in fact, 
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impact on their attitude to learning. Within this section of the report, it is the author’s 

intent to research the issue of children’s emotional well-being and the implications of not 

supporting the child in this area, within the education setting, using previously published 

research within this area. 

It is the author’s belief that the child’s educational setting has an important role to play 

in a child’s emotional well-being. In November 2014 the importance of a child’s well-being 

and their attainment at school was recognised by the Government when Public Health 

England, who are an operational autonomous executive agency of the Department of 

Health, published a briefing document entitled: The link between pupil health and 

wellbeing and attainment; a briefing for head teachers, governors and staff in education 

settings. This briefing was written for Public Health England by Professor Fiona Brooks, 

head of adolescent and child health research, University of Hertfordshire, UK. According 

to Brooks (2014) research evidence shows that a child’s education and health are closely 

linked; therefore, the promotion of health and well-being in schools has the potential to 

improve both educational and health and well-being outcomes. Furthermore, the report 

goes on to state that a school’s ethos, aims and culture influences the well-being and 

health of pupil’s and their readiness to learn (Brooks, 2014). It is acknowledged that the 

setting cannot be the only place a child’s well-being can be catered for as their well-being 

can be influenced by a range of other factors. Schools however, have a key role to play in 

shaping a child’s well-being as positive health and well-being contributes to a child’s 

ability to achieve their full academic potential by being ready to benefit from the 

teaching, thereby creating a virtuous circle of health, well-being and the ability to achieve 

and attain (Brooks, 2014). 

As referenced above, the author is of the belief that school settings have an integral part 

to play in promoting and supporting a child’s emotional well-being. It does however need 
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to be considered if the area of good emotional health is too wide an area for a school 

setting to cope with. The author should consider all aspects that affect emotional well-

being in order to remain subjective and not become biased. To comprehend the scale of 

poor emotional well-being, in 2002 Rachel Smith produced a research review, published 

by Barnado’s, entitled promoting children’s emotional health, that stated of the 14.9 

million children and young people, under 20, living in the UK, up to 20% may be affected 

by emotional and behavioural problems (Smith, 2002). It is believed that the contributory 

factors that lead to poor emotional well-being are: the child’s physical and emotional 

attributes; the child’s family and the child’s immediate environment in which they live 

(Smith, 2002). The emotional well-being of a child can be improved by increasing the 

number of proactive factors and reducing the number of risk factors (Smith, 2002). A 

setting would, most likely, be aware of these contributory factors, which then comes back 

to one of the aims of the research question which is to investigate the most effective form 

of emotional support the setting can provide and who that support should come from. A 

child’s behaviour patterns are more open to be changed at primary school age so this early 

intervention should, in part, be provided by the child’s primary educational setting where 

support to learn coping skills can be implemented (Smith, 2002). The research review 

concluded that although there are gaps in what is effective in supporting a child with 

emotional and behavioural issues, there are some key elements to support effective early 

intervention which are: building a relationship with the child based on trust, supportive 

parents and carers, and a sense of strengths and risks within the wider community (Smith, 

2002).  

On the matter of where emotional support comes from within the setting, which is also 

one of the author’s aims, the majority of support, in the author’s experience, comes from 

Learning Support Workers (LSW’s). According to a journal article titled, Supporting the 
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inclusion of pupils with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties in the primary 

school: the role of teaching assistants, written by Groom & Rose (2005) the number of 

LSW’s increased greatly between 1995 and 2005. This increase was mainly to provide 

support for children with additional needs which includes children with social, emotional 

and behavioural issues (Groom & Rose, 2005).  In the next nine years to 2014, figures show 

this has risen further and there are 220,000 more full time teaching and support roles in 

schools than there were in 2005 (Coughlan, 2014). There are several models of support 

that schools may choose to implement to support children with emotional problems and 

the role of the LSW is seen as essential in implementing these models and therefore 

enabling the inclusion of pupils within mainstream classrooms (Groom & Rose, 2005). It 

has also been suggested that the support of LSW’s is the single most important factor in 

ensuring children with special educational needs are maintained in mainstream school 

(Groom & Rose, 2005). However, from a different perspective, if LSW’s are not sufficiently 

trained and supported, the child may become too reliant on the LSW which can prove 

detrimental to both parties (Groom & Rose, 2005). This is another aim of the research 

project to determine who is best placed to support a child with emotional difficulties and 

what impact this has on that member of staff. This highlights how far the LSW role has 

evolved over the years as previously they were seen as someone to read with the children 

and clear up after art activities, whereas now some are expected to understand why pupils 

are behaving in a certain way and the antecedents to the behaviour in order to assess the 

pupils needs and implement strategies of support (Groom & Rose, 2005). 

In order for workers within a setting to start to recognise emotional needs, it must first 

be acknowledged that a classroom with up to 30 children within it will be an emotional 

place. Trezise (2017) indicates that too often emotions are ignored or neutralised by 

education research. In reality a child’s emotional experiences can impact upon a child’s 
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ability to engage in their learning, so it should be considered that education research 

should focus on exploring how children can learn regardless of their emotional state 

(Trezise, 2017). Tresize (2017) also suggests that research should be undertaken into how 

some students are able to learn despite emotional negative experiences and looking into 

how the classroom-emotion barrier can be broken down. One of the suggestions is targeted 

interventions, in the authors settings these interventions include, ELSA support, daily 

check-ins and friendship and Lego therapy groups. However, Tresize (2017) believes that 

targeted interventions may not be able to fully support a child in emotional distress and 

the relationship between emotions, cognition and learning requires more research, as does 

the relationship between emotional states when learning and neural activity. This is 

outside what most primary settings could hope to be able to fund and research so targeted 

interventions are sadly, the best most schools can provide and on seeing first-hand the 

difference they can make it is the author’s belief they should not be negated. 

As a professional working within a primary setting it is imperative not to be disheartened 

by this as settings still have an enormous role to play in supporting a child in emotional 

distress. Public Health England commissioned a report written by Paula Lavis and Claire 

Robson in 2015 entitled Promoting children and young people’s emotional health and well-

being, a whole school and college approach. The purpose of this report was to offer key 

actions that can be taken by an educational setting to embed a whole school approach to 

promoting emotional health and well-being (Lavis & Robson, 2015). While not stating that 

a school can fully support a child it does highlight that a school has a role to play in a child 

becoming resilient and mentally healthy (Lavis & Robson, 2015).  Although the report 

states that a school can play a significant and valuable role in promoting a pupil’s 

emotional health and well-being they should be part of a wider multi-agency approach 

(Lavis & Robson, 2015). In order to fulfil their role within the multi-agency approach, Lavis 
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& Robson (2015) state in their report that a setting should encompass eight principles to 

promote educational health and well-being. These 8 principles are: to provide an 

environment and ethos that promotes respect and embraces diversity, that teaching and 

the curriculum should support resilience and promote social and emotional learning, 

enable pupils to have a voice to influence decisions, that staff should be supported to 

develop their own well-being as well as the well-being of pupils, to identify needs and 

monitor the impact of the interventions put in place to support those needs, to work with 

parents and carers, to offer targeted support and know when appropriate to refer or 

involve other agencies and the correct way to do this, and lastly that a school’s leadership 

and management should champion and support efforts to promote emotional health and 

well-being (Lavis & Robson, 2015). The research question and its aims will see where the 

author’s setting fits within these principles and will show the settings strengths, and where 

improvements could possibly be made. 

With the quality of research already undertaken in the area of the research question, it 

validates the importance of the author’s research project. It also shows that it is such a 

wide area to encompass that the author’s research question will be related to and of 

particular relevance and importance to the author’s setting and the issue of what can be 

done to improve practice in this area. 

Methodology 

In this section of the report, the overall approach to the research project will be 

examined. The research itself is a piece of action research; this means that the study was 

carried out in the area of the author’s profession (education) and has been undertaken 

with the view to improving methods and approach in the area of emotional support whilst 

also acknowledging what is working well for the setting (Oxford University Press, 2018). 
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Action research is a style of research rather than a specific method, which was first used 

by Kurt Lewin in 1946 and its main strengths are its focus on generating solutions to 

practical problems and empowering practitioners by enabling them to engage with the 

research, as it is within their professional domain, then subsequently be able to develop 

and implement activities as a result of their research (Meyer, 2000). Within research there 

are different research paradigms that the research question may fall within. A paradigm 

is a set of common beliefs and agreements on how problems should be understood and 

addressed (Patel, 2015). There are three main paradigms: positivists, constructivists and 

pragmatists. The author’s research falls within the pragmatist paradigm as mixed methods 

of data collection were used in the action research and as the reality that comes from the 

research question is constantly changing, unpredictable and renegotiated the pragmatist 

paradigm is the best method as it is the one that lends itself to the practical way of solving 

problems with a view to changing practice as the underlying aim (Patel, 2015). 

In order to carry out this research project, data had to be produced for analysis and 

conclusions to be reached. There are several different methods that can be used to collect 

data but due to word constraints only the authors chosen methods will be discussed and 

their effectiveness analysed. It is important to use more than one method to collect data 

in order to cross check findings, this is called triangulation (Bell, 2005). The purpose of 

triangulation is to be able to see things from a different perspective which enables the 

researcher to confirm or challenge the findings of the different methods used (Bell, 2005). 

Before any data could be collected by the author, ethical approval had to be obtained 

from the college’s ethics committee. In relation to ethics in research it is essential that 

good moral principles are followed in order that integrity, honesty and fairness are all 

brought to the research project (Cottrell, 2014). It is also essential that the researcher 

showed all participants respect in regard to their welfare, safety, rights and treat them 
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with dignity (Cottrell, 2014). Whilst writing the questionnaire and survey, the researcher 

had to keep in mind the effect the wording may have on the participants and be aware of 

issues such as; age, avoiding being patronising; cultural diversity, avoiding stereotypes, 

bias and discrimination and gender, avoiding gender stereotyping (Walliman, 2011). All 

participants were informed that they could withdraw from the research project at any 

point and were guaranteed anonymity and confidentiality. Ethical research should ensure 

that the participants are caused no harm and if possible, produce gain for the participants 

as well as gain within the wider field of the research project (Walliman, 2011). 

Researching ethically also means that no legal requirements such as, data protection, 

health and safety and child protection will be breached (Cottrell, 2014). 

Once ethical approval had been granted, the chosen methods of data collection could 

proceed. Once the appropriate consents from participants had been gained, data 

collection could begin. The methods chosen for the research question were, a 

questionnaire for class teachers, a survey of a sample group of children who have received 

ELSA support and also have a daily check-in with their teacher and an interview with the 

behavioural and emotional support LSW who also delivers the ELSA interventions. A daily 

check-in comprises of every child in the class telling their teacher how they are feeling 

that day. This check-in happens every day at morning registration.  A scale of 0-10 is used, 

10 being the optimum score, the child can add additional information if they so wish as to 

why they are feeling that number. By undergoing a daily check-in, the teacher and LSW 

(if present) are alerted immediately to potential problems and any sudden changes in the 

children. 

 When compiling the questions it was important to consider the following points to ensure 

validity and reliability: ensure the participants could understand the questions, the 

researcher had to ensure it was clear how the questions should be answered, the 
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participant should understand the response options, the participant should not be 

presented with leading questions or be able to surmise which response you would prefer 

to receive, the participant should feel able and comfortable to provide a true response 

and be able to provide accurate responses through using the provided option choices 

(Cottrell, 2014). Considering the aforementioned points should ensure that the research 

is ecologically valid. Using different methods combined (triangulation) to gather 

information adds reliability to the research.  

Before any questionnaires, surveys and interviews were undertaken the author piloted the 

questions in order to test the proposed research methods. Piloting your methods is useful 

to ascertain if the questions will generate the required information to answer the research 

question and picking up any flaws that may have been overlooked (Cottrell, 2014). The 

author found the feedback from the pilot was mostly positive but it was noticed that some 

questions may need modifying for the younger pupils. This information was noted and the 

questions fine-tuned accordingly. The other feedback that affected the author’s original 

questionnaires and surveys was the amount of questions. This resulted in the author 

reducing the number of questions that were originally intended. 

At this stage, sample groups to provide data had been identified. As it is impossible to 

collect data from every person in the school, a sample of people in the setting were chosen 

to represent the whole. It is important to ensure that the sample you have chosen is 

representative to ensure the removal of bias and the distortion of data (Cottrell, 2014). 

For the author’s research question, the parameters were fairly self-evident as the 

research had a particular focus on emotional support and the impact receiving this 

emotional support has on the child’s attitude to learning. With having a particular focus, 

the samples were purposive samples, whereby the participants were chosen for particular 

characteristics (Cottrell, 2014). For the purpose of the research question, the sample 
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requirements were: teachers who participate in a daily check-in with their class, children 

who take part in the daily check-in and have also received emotional support through ELSA 

sessions and the LSW who facilitates the ELSA sessions. It is acknowledged by the author 

that these restrictions resulted in small sample groups. Small sample groups run the risk 

of being unrepresentative, can appear to suggest your hypothesis is wrong and your 

findings could be overturned if similar research was undertaken on a larger scale and one 

result can make a significant difference to the overall data (Cottrell, 2014). It was the 

author’s belief that as the research project was specific to the setting that it was 

appropriate to continue with the small size sample groups. Although the sample size 

meant that the data produced would not be generalisable, it was still relatable to the 

setting. The response rate was high, out of twelve teachers to receive the questionnaire, 

eleven responded with staff illness being the reason for the one non-respondent, all 

children chosen for the survey participated and the LSW who undertakes the emotional 

and behavioural role agreed to be interviewed. 

The rationale behind the choice of data collection methods will now be explored. 

Questionnaires were the chosen method of data collection for the teachers to respond to. 

One of the reasons this method was chosen was for their anonymity, it enabled the author 

to elicit true responses from the participants as none of the information was gathered 

face to face. Being aware of the time constraints and pressure on teaching staff the author 

felt a questionnaire would be a preferential option and yield a high response rate as it 

would not take up vast amounts of time to complete. The questions asked were fixed so 

no changes had to be made according to participant response. The questions were the 

same for each participant so any potential bias could be avoided (Walliman, 2011). The 

disadvantages of using questionnaires as a method of data collection are that the questions 

need to be clear and concise in order to answer the research question and to avoid 
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misinterpretation or misunderstanding of the questions (Cottrell, 2014). The other big 

disadvantage is that the researcher must ensure they do not lead participants into 

providing answers they believe the researcher is looking for. The author is of the belief 

that the disadvantages were lessened by the guarantee of anonymity and simple responses 

to choose from which allowed the participants the freedom to answer openly and honestly. 

The questionnaire was designed to provide quantitative data only which would be easy to 

interpret and analyse. Quantitative data is data that can be measured precisely and 

numerically rather than through interpretation (Deiner, 2013). 

A survey was the preferred method of collecting data from the children. A survey can be 

seen as an evaluation of experiences and opinions of a group of people, found out by 

asking them questions (Bhat, 2018). This method generated both quantitative and 

qualitative data. Qualitative data cannot be as easily measured and analysed as 

quantitative data as it intends to extend understanding of human behaviour, feelings and 

opinions (Cottrell, 2014). As the research question is cantered around emotional support 

and attitude to learning, the researcher felt that generating both quantitative and 

qualitative data was of relevance. The researcher was also of the belief that a 

questionnaire would be too complex for some of the younger participants to follow and 

face to face interaction would be beneficial. Observations were ruled out as a data 

collection method as although it would have been ethical and appropriate to observe 

children during the class check-in, the confidentiality and nature of ELSA sessions would 

not have made observations of the children viable. It is acknowledged by the author that 

the main disadvantage to overcome was the unpredictability of the responses to some 

questions which made it harder to manage, contain and analyse (Cottrell, 2014). The 

survey was designed with open and closed questions to help the containment, analysis and 

management issues that can arise. 
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As there is only one LSW who undertakes ELSA sessions the author deemed an interview 

to be the best method of data collection for this part of the research project. This method 

was chosen to generate qualitative information about this individual’s perspectives, 

attitudes and experiences (Cottrell, 2014). Part of the research aims focused on who was 

best able to offer the children emotional support and the impact it may have on that 

member of staff. The design of all three methods of data collection was to triangulate the 

results and show where, if any, areas of misunderstanding and conflict between staff may 

occur. The largest disadvantages of this method are that it is very time-intensive and any 

interviews are consistent to generate viable and reliable results. In this case the small 

sample group helped to minimise the disadvantages. 

The questions for all three methods were designed to dove-tail each other and provide 

relevant information to answer the research question and its aims. 

Results and Analysis 

In this section of the report the data results will be shared and analysed. With only one 

non-respondent the results shown will be a good representation of the school’s emotional 

support and the participants’ feelings towards that support at the present time. 

Teacher questionnaire data 

The first set of results are the responses to the teacher questionnaire which generated 

quantitative data. All of the results show the responses of the eleven teachers that 

participated. 
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The first question shows that all the teachers that responded are partaking in daily check-

ins which means every child in attendance has the opportunity to express their feelings 

over their emotions and well-being. Having the self-confidence and self-awareness to 

express these feelings helps a child to understand who they are and what they can do 

(Dowling, 2014). 

 

 

11

0

Q1.  Do you do a daily check-in with your class?

Yes No

11

0

Q2. Do you find this a useful way of alerting you 
immediately to how the children in your class are feeling?

Yes No
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100% of respondents found the daily check-in a useful way of alerting them immediately 

to their classes’ feelings. Knowing this information as early as possible in the day can 

provide the opportunity to offer support as soon as possible to help minimise disruption 

for the child and the class as a whole and try to intervene to allow the child to be in a 

positive state of mind for learning. 

 

 

 

11

0

Q3. Do you feel the daily check-ins are beneficial for the 
children to express how they are feeling?

Yes No

5

4

2

Q4. Do you believe a child expressing their feelings at the 
beginning of the day at check-in improves their attitude to 

learning?

Yes No Sometimes
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The results for Q3 and Q4 show that although the staff feel a child expressing how they 

are feeling is beneficial to the child it does not necessarily mean that their attitude to 

learning improves. This leads us to question that although the daily check-ins are a 

useful tool for the teacher to ascertain the emotional well-being of their class, more 

support is then required to help the children who are still struggling to be ready to 

learn. 

 

7

3

1

Q5.  How many children in your class received ELSA 
support in Spring term 2018?

1 2 3+
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One of the author’s hypotheses stated the belief that more children in the setting would 

benefit from ELSA support, than the setting currently has the resources to cater for. 

Sadly, this appears to be true and highlights the need for more LSWs to be trained in the 

area of emotional support or more outside support to be considered. 

 

0

7

4

0

Q6. How many children in your class do you feel would 
benefit from receiving ELSA support?

None 1 to 3 4 to 6 7+

0

4

7

Q7. Before an ELSA session, if you notice a change in the 
child's attitude to learning, what is the change?

Positive Negative No change
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The results here would suggest that for the majority of children, the prospect of their 

ELSA session has no bearing on their attitude to learning but for a minority their 

emotions and thoughts may be elsewhere and this is impacting on their learning. 

 

Here the results prove one of the author’s aims that a child’s attitude to learning is 

impacted by their emotional well-being, is true. This leads the author to believe that 

further research is needed to ascertain the best way to support the children in the 

setting.  

3

0

8

0

Q8. After an ELSA session, if you notice a change in the 
child's attitude to learning , what is the change?

Positive Negative Mix of both No change

2

0

5

4

Q9. If you feel a child would benefit from extra support 
after an ELSA session, who do you feel this support should 

come from?

Teacher TA/LSW ELSA TA Extra support not needed
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The author aimed to ascertain where it was most beneficial for emotional support to 

come from and the impact on that member of staff. The author is of the belief that 

more LSWs need to have ELSA training or at the very least basic counselling skills. 

Children’s survey data 

The results from the children’s survey provided both quantitative and qualitative data to 

allow the children to respond to some of the questions about their feelings in their own 

words. Although more children than the sample size were undergoing ELSA support at 

the time of the research, ten children were chosen due to the nature of the other 

children’s needs. All ten children fully participated. 

 

 

 

10

0

Q1. Do you have a check-in session (when you tell your 
teacher your number, according to how you are feeling 

that day) every day?

Yes No
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Extra comments the children added were: happy because my teacher knows I may need 

to talk to her; angry because it takes so long, and safe and not feeling alone. In the 

majority of responses these findings back up the theory that a daily check-in is a useful 

tool to use every day but more support after check-in on a one to one basis with a LSW 

may be beneficial. 

 

5

2

1

0

1

0
1

0

Q2. How does this check-in make you feel?

Happy Relaxed Ok Relieved Safe Anxious Angry Sad

7

5

Q3. Do you think how you are feeling each day affects your 
attitude to learning?

Yes No
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Q4. How do you feel before an ELSA session? 

The children’s responses: 

Happy. 

Safe and happy. 

Safe. 

Sad a little bit because I want to work in class. 

Ok, I know I can trust her (ELSA LSW). 

Happy. 

Relieved. 

Ok. 

Happy. 

Nervous about what I might have/need to talk about. 

The author then asked how the rainbow room made them feel and the children 

responded with: 

Happy, really happy because I have a bear. 

Relaxed. 

Ok. 

Safe, happy and relaxed. 

Happy, it’s nice to have somewhere to go. 

Very happy. 

Rainbowy, safe and happy. 

Relaxed. 
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Happy and relaxed. 

Relaxed. 

The responses from the children highlight that 80% of the children were happy to be 

going to their ELSA session and also revealed the importance of having a space for 

nurturing the children and encouraging their emotional well-being. 

Q5. After an ELSA session, when you have returned to class, do you still feel you need 

more support to be ready to learn? 

Yes. 

Sometimes. 

Yes, to explain. 

Yes, because I’ve missed what is happening. 

A bit of help about what we are doing. 

Yes, because I’ve missed what’s happening. 

Yes, but no one to do it. 

I can catch up okay. 

I feel like I need someone, for example if I come in after input I don’t know what we’re 

doing. 

Someone to support me a bit, to explain what’s happening. 

90% of the children felt they needed support to be ready to learn on their return to 

class. Most of the responses appear to centre around the child being concerned about 

the work they have missed rather than they are experiencing emotional turmoil. This 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  47 

 
 

could be an area to look into in the future to ensure the child has support from either an 

LSW or the ELSA LSW to ensure emotions are kept on a level and stress at the fear of 

having to catch up is minimised. 

 

The results above show that the children in the setting feel secure in having adults that 

they feel they can talk to about their feelings. The importance of LSW’s in supporting 

children’s emotional well-being is illustrated in the response of the children in stating 

the HLTA/PSHE teacher and the class LSW were people they felt they could talk to. 

Interview data results with ELSA LSW 

The interview with the setting’s ELSA LSW produced qualitative data. 

Q1. Do you believe a child’s attitude to learning is impacted by their emotional well-

being, if yes, how and why do you think it is affected? 

Yes, if a child is worried or in an emotional state, it can consume their thinking. If an 

issue, however trivial it may seem to others, is filling a child’s thoughts it is likely they 

will struggle with, or lack motivation for, the task in front of them. 

0

9

8

6

2

Q6. Are there any other adults you feel you can talk to 
about how you are feeling in school? If yes, who? Can 

choose as many people as wanted.

No Yes, class teacher Yes, HLTA/PSHE teacher Yes, class LSW Yes, head teacher



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  48 

 
 

Q2. What do you feel is the most effective form of emotional support we can offer as a 

school, without impacting other pupils’ learning? 

As ELSA sessions are timetabled as any other intervention, the impact on the other 

pupils’ should be minimised, although I acknowledge some children may reach crisis 

point within the classroom, which then does impact other pupils’ learning. I feel a mix 

of resources, such as ELSA, check-ins, counselling, drop ins, Ed Psych and the rainbow 

room, if available are the most effective form of emotional support. Also ensuring all 

staff are on board with emotional support. An example of a strategy I feel works is the 

daily check-in as they are invaluable to alert staff to any concerns that can then be 

passed to myself if necessary. 

Q3. Where do you feel it is most beneficial for this support to come from? 

(internal/external/mix) 

I believe a mix of all, weighted more towards internal support, as we have greater 

contact with the children. 

Q4. Do you feel the emotional support we offer as a school impacts on the child’s 

attitude to learning? In what way? 

Yes, I feel it has promoted a more open attitude within the school, with both children 

and staff knowing it is good to talk about emotions and how they can affect us. Children 

who have had ELSA sessions have become more confident and relaxed in school and in 

some cases, are now happier about simply coming through the front door. 

Q5. Do you receive any support for your own well-being due to your role? 

In a nutshell no, there are however supervision meetings for ELSAs and I have a good 

relationship with my line manager. 
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Q6. Is there anything further you would like to add about how your role could progress 

or what route you would like the school to take? 

As I am now involved in safeguarding, I have more involvement with parents and see the 

issues outside the classroom more. I would like us to offer support to parents too, to 

maintain consistency and stability for our pupils. 

The responses to the interview triangulate well with some of the responses from 

teachers and children. The ELSA support worker believes the strategies we have in place 

are working well to support the pupil’s emotional well-being. The author would stress 

the importance of support for the LSW’s well-being to ensure the role does not impact 

on their own wellbeing. 

The next part of the report will conclude the results to ascertain if the research 

question has been answered, aims met and hypotheses confirmed or negated. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

In conclusion, the author believes the extent of the impact emotional support has on a 

pupil’s attitude to learning is individual to each child. All of them are impacted in some 

way but the strategies the setting employs are starting to make a difference. The 

author’s hypotheses have been confirmed by the three sets of data, but as a setting we 

still do not have it quite right. The aims have been answered in so far that data shows a 

child’s attitude to learning is impacted to some extent by their emotional well-being; 

the emotional support the setting is providing is starting to have an impact but still has 

room for improvement; as a setting the emotional support provided is effective but 

could be improved by more LSWs having training and knowledge on how to support and 
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promote emotional well-being in order to provide additional support within the class; 

the data appears to suggest that internal support is the most beneficial place for the 

support to come from but more staff need to share the workload and the self-care of the 

LSW providing emotional support should be safeguarded. 

Recommendations are that more staff need to be trained in the area of emotional 

support to ensure all the children are supported as far as possible when their emotions 

are in turmoil, or staff with the appropriate training are better utilised. The area of 

emotional well-being is so wide that smaller, targeted, regular snapshots of the settings 

progress need to be continually assessed. 

In conclusion, Daniel Goleman followed on from Howard Gardner’s theory of intelligence 

by developing the concept of emotional intelligence and stated that childcare 

professionals should: create a safe and secure environment; promote self-esteem; be 

emotionally positive so feelings are recognised and create an environment free from 

negative stressors (Pound, 2006). If every professional in the setting strives for this, 

every pupil would be supported to achieve their optimal emotional well-being. 
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Introduction 

The term screen time will relate to the use of televisions, mobile phones, interactive 

tablets and cameras. The use of technology is expanding as the world encounters 

modernisation and children are able to experience a wider variety of technological 

resources (Domingues-Montanari, 2017). Therefore making it essential to include all 

technological devices within the research project when referring to the use of screen 

time. The term technological devices will also be used, this is to shorten the listing of all 

devices that are now available.  

This research project will investigate the impact of screen time in early childhood 

development, focusing on the negative effects it may be having on child development 

progress. Domingues-Montanari (2017) agrees that, by allowing children to excessively 

access screen time, it has an adverse impact on their development which can cause a 

negative effect to a child’s physical and cognitive abilities. The rationale of the research 

project come from the empiricism of the practitioner, built through observation in 

practice. Concerns in the setting have been raised in regards to delayed development in 

some children, which parents have agreed that it may be due to the large amount of 

time their child has spent accessing screen time. The parents at the setting will be 

asked to complete a questionnaire and interview so that the researcher can create a 

broader picture, as to which families are accessing screen time excessively and those 

who aren’t. Once the results have been collected the researcher will conduct 

observations on the children, critically comparing them with the results. The researcher 
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aims to undertake two observations, one on children who excessively access screen time 

and one on children who comply with the screen time usage regulations.     

The setting focused on is owned by a trust and is based within a children’s centre. The 

setting is located in a highly deprived ward within the city, offering both private 

childcare and government funded places. The setting does not have many private places 

registered, as the majority of registered children are government funded. The research 

project focuses on children aged 2-3 years. The setting has 35 2 year olds registered and 

26 of the children access the two year funding. The two year pilot was introduced after 

research carried out by Melhuish (2004) and Sylva et al (2004) (cited in Maisy et al, 

2013), who stated that the free funding would help disadvantaged children develop their 

social and cognitive skills. Throughout the research project social economic status will 

be considered and ethnography will be included.  

The setting is located in the North Carr ward of the city, where deprivation is at a high. 

The statistics on the Hull City Council website (www.hullcc.gov.uk, accessed 

20.05.2018) state that the North Carr ward falls within the fifth most deprived area 

nationally. 11% of households are in fuel poverty and 34% of dependent children are 

living in child poverty. 18.5% of the population in the North Carr ward who are of a 

working age are claiming benefits instead. Research by Domingues-Montanari (2017) and 

Daugherty et al (2014) state that children who are living in a household with a low 

income will experience more use of screen time due to their parent’s lack of 

educational awareness. The use of screen time in lower income households is not viewed 

as educational, resulting in fewer opportunities for the child to learn, explore and 

communicate through the use of technology (Daugherty et al, 2014).  

Negative effects of excessive screen time can cause a child to become obese, as they 

are provided with less opportunities to be physically active. The statistics on the Hull 

http://www.hullcc.gov.uk/
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City Council website (www.hullcc.gov.uk, accessed 20.05.2018) state that 24% of young 

children, 33% of children in year 6 and 66% of adolescents are obese or overweight. This 

could be linked with the current research of low income families relying on 

technological devices to entertain their children. Negative screen time effects can also 

cause later development issues.  

From the statistics found on the area where the research will be taken place, the 

researcher will explore whether the statistics link with the literature explored. The 

researcher cannot comment on whether the statistics of child obesity link to the 

negative effects of screen time, as this would result in an assumption from the 

researcher which could be invalid.  

  

Literature review 

The aim of this literature review is to critically analyse and evaluate theory and 

evidence that relates to the negative effects that screen time is causing on child 

development. The literature supports both negative and positive effects formed from 

the use of screen time. The literature that has been critically read has been sourced 

from books, journals and websites. The information found on websites show a lot more 

negative effects but unfortunately, the researcher could only find a small number of 

journals to use as evidence. However, they did show statistics and recommendations of 

appropriate screen time. The lack of journals could be due to the sudden increase of 

technological devices and pressures from social backgrounds. In Domingues-Montanaris 

(2017) research it states that further research on the topic is urgently required to show 

more accurate effects on health outcomes related to the excessive use of screen time. 

The research suggests that in future research, strategies should be changed to focus on 

http://www.hullcc.gov.uk/
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different cultures, as the lack of international collaboration is an obstacle. This will help 

create a wider variety of literature available.  

3.1 Negative effects of screen time  

Domingues-Montanaris’ (2017) research on psychological effects of excessive screen time 

argues that due to the rise of new technological devices, electronic media is becoming a 

part of children’s everyday life. She believes that exposure is beginning in very early 

childhood and that children are spending a large proportion of their day accessing screen 

based activities. Throughout the research, Domingues-Montanari (2017) has found that 

29% of 1000 parents are allowing children to access television viewing from a young age, 

as they believe it is good for their development. Parents are also declaring that their 

children watch television to help them complete daily housework and that their children 

are given a mobile device to occupy them when eating out. Technological devices should 

not be used to distract a child during meal times as this is a key opportunity for parents 

to engage with their child and develop their language skills through conversation 

(Domingues-Montanari, 2017). 

Domingues-Montanari (2017) research found that parents from a low socio-educational 

background felt they were less able to keep their children occupied during activities 

that did not involve screen time. However, parents from households with a higher 

income or a higher educational development agreed that they can keep their child 

occupied through various activities that do not expose their children to screen time. 

Children who do live in households with a higher income may be taken out more as their 

parents are able to pay for them to access different environments. Parents with a low 

socio-educational development may be unaware of activities that they can provide for 

their children, leaving them unsure of how to keep them occupied throughout the day 

(Domingues-Montanari, 2017). 
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Domingues-Montanari (2017) agrees that screen time has a negative impact on a child’s 

physical and cognitive abilities. Research has shown that children’s gross motor skills are 

reducing due to the high amount of time spent accessing screen time. As children grow 

older complaints of headaches and backache have been reported and linked to their 

screen time usage. Domingues-Montanari (2017) also highlights the negative effects 

screen time is having on socio-emotional and mental health. Studies have shown that the 

use of screens are a risk factor for psychological well-being, as it is causing an effect to 

children’s emotional reactivity, their aggression levels and externalisation behaviours. 

These factors can lead to depression as the child grows older, lowering their self-esteem 

levels and mental health (Domingues-Montanari, 2017). The research shows that 

exposure to screen time at an early age can cause lifelong effects when the children 

reach their adolescent years. More research needs to be collected to create a larger 

awareness of the negative, and long term, effects it is causing on development.  

Research carried out by Daugherty et al (2014) explores the American Academy of 

Paediatrics (AAP) recommendations in regards to screen time. The AAP state that 

children over the age of two should not be accessing screen time for any longer than 2 

hours a day and that children under 2 should not be accessing it at all. Findings from this 

research also include concerns about the negative effects screen time is having on child 

development. They believe results are showing effects towards young children’s 

behaviour, focusing on attention, weight, social and language development. All creating 

a negative impact on a child’s academic performance (Daugherty et al, 2014).    

The American Academy of Paediatrics (AAP) recommendations are also featured on the 

website healthychildren.org (accessed, December 2017). The AAP have set out clear 

guidelines that families need to be following to ensure that their child is not accessing 

more screen time than necessary. The AAP state that children younger than 2 should be 
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limited to screen time and, during their screen time viewing, an adult should be present 

to co-view their programme whilst talking to the child and teaching them about what 

they are viewing as many children watch television but do not understand the 

programme. The AAP recommends that children aged 2 – 5 years should have limited 

access, which is no more than 2 hours a day. Families are encouraged to provide their 

children with other activities that promote a healthy body and mind. Children should not 

be accessing media that is violent, it should only be educational. This is why it is vital 

that parents co-view programmes with their child as it stops children accessing or 

viewing inappropriate media (healthychildren.org, accessed December 2017). When 

critically analysing the research on healthychildren.org, they state that children just 

listening to background media can drastically affect their language development and 

that children are at risk of their vocabulary lowering by 770 words per hour. 

Healthychildren.org does state that children may also develop lasting negative effects in 

other areas of development, such as their reading skills, and they can develop a short 

term memory. However, throughout this research it has highlighted that pre-school 

children may learn skills from educational television shows, as they create an impact on 

children who live in homes which lack intellectual stimulation (Healthychildren.org, 

accessed December 2017).  

The campaign for a commercial-free childhood (CCFC) (commercialfreechildhood.org, 

accessed 08.05.2018) agrees that screen time is negatively affecting early child 

development. Their research shows that 64% of toddlers are accessing over 2 hours of 

screen time and that 36% have a television in their bedroom, this does not follow the 

AAPs recommended allowance of screen time. Children who are developing screen time 

habits at an early age find it harder to resist technological devices as they become 

older. The CCFC relates the effects of screen time to childhood obesity, due to the 
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child’s BMI increasing as they consume extra calories during screen time viewing. 

However, when critically analysing the CCFCs research it states that reducing the use of 

screen time can help prevent obesity, as children will be more physically active helping 

them to concentrate more in academic situations (commercialfreechildhood.org, 

accessed 08.05.2018).  Screen time can also cause a negative impact on a child’s 

sleeping pattern, leading to sleep disturbance as the child becomes older. The CCFC also 

found that it leads to development delays in language acquisition. Vygotsky (1987, cited 

in Flanagan, 2008) developed a theory based on cognitive development. He believed 

that social and cultural influences, including language, were the main influences behind 

cognitive development. Vygotsky (1987) developed an interest in the link between 

language and thought and believed that children develop them both separately and 

when the skills develop further, children will be able to link them together (Flanagan, 

2008). Without language skills children will not be able to link them to their thoughts, 

causing a delay in their cognitive abilities.   

Positive effects of screen time  

Whilst reading current literature the researcher has also found that the use of screen 

time can be beneficial towards children’s development, if used appropriately and at a 

reduced rate. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Development matter document 

(2012) encourages practitioners to supply the children with opportunities to enhance 

their technological development, stating that children should be able to operate 

technological devices and be able to complete a programme whilst using them. Siraj-

Blatchford and Whitebread (2007) agree that technological devices should be available 

for children to access in early year’s settings as it contributes to the relevant 

curriculum. The research states that children can either access technological devices or 

that they can be shown how to operate tools to solve real life problems, such as being 
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able to turn on a washing machine and understanding the different cycles. Siraj-

Blatchford and Whitebread (2007) believe that play is a driving force for a child’s 

development and that by playing with functioning or pretend technological devices, 

children are acquiring development skills in technology as both resources serve the same 

purpose.  

Domingues-Montanari (2017) supports the research on the website healthychildren.org 

(accessed, December 2017) that co-viewing media content can help develop children’s 

cognitive skills. Through co-viewing parents are interacting with their children, creating 

opportunities for the adult to explore the media content with the child. This helps to 

expand on a child’s vocabulary, however, the media content that is being accessed does 

need to be beneficial towards child development. In Domingues-Montanaris (2017) 

research it states that beneficial media content should promote the ability to label 

objects and it should be giving the child opportunities to respond. Therefore, supporting 

a child’s language development. 

Daugherty et als (2014) research supports the use of screen time, however, it does state 

that screen time should be used thoughtfully with intentions to support a child’s 

learning. The research shows that beneficial screen time use can help promote reading, 

mathematical, science and motor skills, but must be balanced with other educational 

activities. Daugherty et al (2014) recommends using technology in a collaborative 

manner to create positive effects on a child’s social skills as solitary play can be harmful 

if experienced over a long period of time. Allowing the children the social opportunities 

will link the practice to the social learning theory, where children learn from imitation 

and modelling  

(Flanagan,2008). Siraj-Blatchford and Whitebread (2007) agree that screen time 

activities can provide valuable opportunities for collaboration and promote cognitive 
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challenges for children. They suggest that adult interaction is needed to support a 

positive promotion towards child development.      

Conclusion of literature   

The researcher has learnt that her assumption is partially correct; screen time is 

affecting child development in negative ways, however, it can also benefit children. 

Throughout the literature review the researcher has highlighted many recommendations 

that need to be followed to ensure screen time is being delivered appropriately in early 

years. Ensuring that recommendations are followed stops negative effects on child 

development forming. The literature review shows that screen time can be beneficial in 

many ways to support positive development in early years. The researcher understands 

that children do need to access technological resources to develop this area of 

knowledge, however, her aim was to provide evidence that screen time can negatively 

affect a child’s development if it is not being used appropriately. Parents should be 

following the guidelines set by only allowing their children to access a limited amount of 

screen time (Domingues-Montanari, 2017). Healthychildren.org (accessed, December 

2017) suggests that parents should only allow their children access to high quality 

programmes, to ensure they are receiving the correct benefits that will positively 

impact their development.   

Research by Domingues-Montanari (2017) highlights that settings need to take into 

account the families socio-economic background when identifying children who are at 

risk. Many children who access technology from low income families use the devices in 

different ways, which causes the children to miss vital opportunities to learn and 

explore. Some children are not able to access technological devices at home so settings 

need to ensure that they are providing the children with the opportunity to develop 

within this area, as it is a set guideline by the EYFS (2012). Families who are able to 
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access screen time need to be provided with advice on how to create an educational 

experience. Parents need to be made aware of the long term effects that excessive 

screen time can cause. Professions should focus on creating an awareness so that 

parents can support their children correctly. 

Methodology  

The researcher aimed to show a positivism paradigm, discovering the truth behind the 

adverse effects on screen time affecting child development. Positivist researchers form 

an assumption that they aim to prove, this may be true or false (Roberts-Holmes, 2010). 

Experiments are included in positivist validity for example, Roberts-Holmes (2010) 

argues that human interactions can be measured as part of a scientific law of nature. 

Throughout the research project the researcher started to follow an interpretivism 

paradigm, although the original aim was to follow the positivism paradigm. Whilst the 

research was being collected it did not start to show that it was going to prove the 

researcher’s assumption, wider reading also highlighted that there was little evidence to 

support it. Research provided both positive and negative effects on exposing children to 

screen time. Interpretivist research is where our social world is created by cultural 

understanding. The social world is constantly changing due to social interactions. This 

form of research takes into account that the truth may vary depending on the 

perspectives of the participants (Roberts-Holmes, 2010).  

Selected methods  

QuaIlitive methods of research are strongly linked to the interpretive paradigm as it 

helps to collect in-depth results. Quantitative methods are, therefore, linked to the 

positive paradigm of research. However, they only provide the researcher with an 

indication of the relative importance of what is needed to help form the study (Roberts-
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Holmes, 2010). Burton et al (2008) suggests that, by combining both methods, it can 

form the evidence needed for a research project. It is advised that researchers give 

great thought and consideration into how both methods can be combined to ensure that 

the best results will be achieved.   

Throughout the research project quantitative and qualitative research methods were 

used. Questionnaires were given to the children’s parents. As some of the parent’s find 

it difficult to read and write, the researcher talked the parent’s through the 

questionnaire, forming an interview approach. All parents gave consent for their 

questionnaire and opinions to be included in the research project. They were made 

aware that it was voluntary and if they wished to, they could withdraw at any time. The 

parents were also made aware that this was a study of research trying to define how 

screen time is used and not a judgement on parenting skills.  

Questionnaires only contribute to part of the research, as they do not provide full 

answers that the researcher may be looking for. Questionnaires should be used in 

conjunction with other research methods, to ensure a greater result in validity (Roberts-

Holmes, 2010). The researcher did not use a selection of methods, however, did talk the 

parents through the questionnaire combining an interview style alongside the 

questionnaire. The researcher found this method very interesting as it highlighted where 

parents were willing to disclose information in regards to their parenting skills.  

Questionnaires do not go into depth about the subject being researched, but they allow 

the researcher to ask specific questions that will help form their comparisons. When 

forming the questionnaire, the researcher followed Roberts-Holmes’ (2010) advice, the 

questionnaire did not include too many questions as Roberts-Holmes’ (2010) research 

states that people are put off filling out questionnaires if they are too long. The 

questionnaire included a variety of questions, which kept the participant interested 
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whilst completing it. It also created different forms of evidence that can be used during 

the research project.   

The researcher decided to use an interview approach to gather how the staff within the 

setting feel about the impact screen time is having on child development. The 

interviews will highlight any development delays that they have seen throughout 

practice. All staff are aware that this is a voluntary research project and have given 

consent to participate. Roberts-Holmes (2010) states that by using a semi-structured 

interview method the researcher will have a guide to follow, which lists the points the 

researcher wishes to cover. By using open ended questions throughout the interview, it 

allows the researcher to keep the interview focused around the research topic, whilst 

also allowing the participant to change the direction of discussion if needed (Roberts-

Holmes, 2010).   

Participants and sampling  

Most early years research projects are carried out in the researchers setting, which 

means they are non-probability sampling. Non-probability samples are of a qualitative 

nature. When devising a research project, it is important that the researcher carefully 

selects their sampling methods, taking the purpose of the research and ethical issues 

into consideration (Burton et al, 2008). There are many different non-probability 

samples that a researcher might follow. This will be determined depending on the 

results that are trying to be proved. Sampling methods may change in regards to the 

access of participants, different perspectives that will be included and also legal 

requirements (Burton et al, 2008). The researcher needs to take these ethical 

considerations into account as they will form part of the sampling method. Selecting the 

correct sampling method is a vital part to the formation of results.    
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The questionnaires were given to a selected number of parents, selected by the 

researcher. This shows the researcher is following the purposive sampling method, 

where they use their own judgement to select the participants. Throughout the 

purposive sampling method, the researcher will select participants according to certain 

characteristics or traits that they would like to explore (Burton et al, 2008).  

The parents who are involved with the study have children who are aged 2-3 years old 

within the nursery setting. The researcher selected families who were from a 

disadvantaged area, where they live in overcrowded housing or small flats with no 

access to an outdoor environment. By focusing on families from these backgrounds, the 

researcher was hoping to see stronger results towards the use of screen time. As many 

children are not allowed to go outside due to rising fears of the public, the researcher 

wanted to discover whether the children would spend more time indoors watching 

television or interacting on a technological device. In 2011 BBC News (BBC.co.uk, 2011) 

carried out research into the amount of time children are being allowed to watch 

television. It found that 8 out of 10 children watch television for 2 hours a day with little 

interaction from their parents. Research results from Domingues-Montanari (2017) shows 

that children who are accessing television for 2-3 hours a day are at risk of a language 

development delay, causing difficulties in their education.  

The results and analysis  

As previously stated, the researcher was aiming to show how screen time is negatively 

effecting child development. Questionnaires and interviews were used to gather 

evidence of the amount of time children are accessing screen time and what 

technological devices children were using. The researcher also aimed to look at different 
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views that parents and practitioners had in regards to the effects screen time is having, 

also highlighting positive opinions.  

The data that has been gathered from the questionnaires has been critically analysed 

using bar charts to show the results. Some data has not been included in the research 

project as the researcher has only analysed the main pints needed to form a discussion. 

Roberts-Holmes (2010) advises researchers to carefully select the data that they wish to 

use as it is important to select data that can justify relevant arguments. The interviews 

held with the practitioners will be discussed and important factors will be included.  

Results from the interviews held with practitioners  

When discussing the use of screen time with practitioners it was agreed that using 

technological devices is an important part of a child’s development. Practitioners 

referred to the EYFS (2012) developmental section, where children need to be meeting 

targets in regards to technological development. The practitioners in the setting agreed 

that children are accessing too much screen time at home and have seen a drastic 

increase of language and social difficulties since technology has become a daily 

interaction. Many children in the setting are unware of how to interact socially and, 

when speaking to parents through relaxed conversations, parents have admitted their 

children spend the majority of time at home watching television or playing on games 

through the use of a tablet.  

When analysing the results from the interviews practitioners have agreed that, due to 

the stipulation in the current media, it is proving difficult to ensure the children are 

reaching the developmental milestones in their technological development. Morgan and 

Siraj-Blatchford (2009) agree that technological devices in early year’s settings has 

become extremely varied due to criticism of those who are developing good practice. As 
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technology is on the rise, the management team within the setting agree that children 

should not be spending their time in the nursery accessing tablets or watching 

television. The practitioners have been asked to provide the children with different 

technological resources to encourage their development. When asking practitioners how 

they deliver technological activities, they disclosed that it is proving difficult due to the 

managements perspectives, therefore, depriving the children of the opportunity to fully 

develop in this area. Children are encouraged to use the camera and torches to reach 

certain milestones. The EYFS (2012) states that children should be able to complete 

programmes on a technological device but, due to the negative feelings in the setting, 

children are unable to develop in this area. Morgan and Siraj-Blatchford (2009) state 

that, as long as children are accessing developmentally appropriate software, then it 

can help with a child’s development and provide children with opportunities to be 

creative and promoting language development.  

 

Questionnaire results from the children’s parents  

When analysing the questionnaire results it has shown the researcher that 98% of the 

children had older siblings to interact with and 2% are an only child. Older siblings will 

help the children form social skills and will help during social interactions whereas 

children who do not have siblings will rely on their parents for social interactions. Due to 

the settings location within a children’s centre, group sessions are offered for children 

and their parents to attend. 40% of the children were males and 60% were females, but 

the results did not highlight a difference between males or females accessing screen 

time. The results were even and did not show that a certain gender was spending more 

time accessing screen time. All the children are aged between 2 and 3 years old. The 
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parents stated that their children enjoyed similar activities outside the nursery and 

spent their time engaging in physical activities, whilst also being supplied with 

educational activities at home. When analysing the opportunities that children had to 

play outside, 60% of the children have to access local parks or play on the streets as they 

do not have a garden within their home, with the other 40% of the children having a 

garden and enjoy playing outdoors. Children need to be supplied with a variety of indoor 

and outdoor opportunities which can lead to greater health benefits (Daugherty et al, 

2014).  

 

 

When critically analysing the results, it shows that 99% of the children involved in the 

research project use a technological device to access screen time. The most popular 

device that children are accessing is a television or a tablet. Campaign for a 

commercial-free childhood (CCFC, accessed 13.05.2018) highlight that low income 

families use a television more excessively. Due to the location of the setting, many 

families are on a low income which could be why the results are showing a high level of 

television usage being accessed by children. The researcher did not ask the parents 
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whether they co-view with their child or allow them to watch television alone. If this 

question was asked then the researcher may have created an interesting topic, as a lot 

of previous researcher’s state that co-viewing is more beneficial for children 

(Domingues-Montanari, 2017). One of the parents disclosed that their child only has the 

television on for the background noise, therefore believing that this would not affect 

their development process. However, exposing children to background television can 

affect their language development dramatically, causing a delay to their speech as they 

are unable to process as many words (Healthychildren.org, accessed December 2017). 

Background television can cause conversation to become disturbed, resulting in children 

missing out on key words that are needed to expand their vocabulary.   

 

 

 

This graph shows how many children have their own technological device. The results 

show that 30% of the children do not have their own device, however, most of the 
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children do. Some children have more than one device and, when analysing the results, 

children who had 2 devices commonly had a television and a tablet.   

When speaking to one of the parents they highlighted that they believe technology is an 

essential and not a luxury. Technology has now become a vital part of life due to the 

expansion of new technological devices (Domingues-Montanari, 2017).  

 

 

 

The number of children who have a television of their own in their bedroom is rising, 

with 50% of the children having their own television. At the ages of 2-3, children do not 

need to have a television in their room. Once shown how to operate the television, 

children could be accessing more screen time than their parents are aware. Lloyd (2012) 

states children’s bedrooms should be kept media free so that parents can monitor a 

child’s screen time use. Daugherty et als (2014) research also highlighted that children 

were spending the majority of their screen time viewing television programmes. 

Domingues-Montanari (2017) states that children who have a television in their bedroom 

are more at risk of developing obesity. Being able to access a television can also lead to 
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poor sleeping habits and exposure to sexual content as the children have full control of 

what they are watching. As it gets later into the night, television programmes become 

more unsuitable for children (Domingues-Montanari, 2017).  

 

  

When analysing the hours children are spending per day accessing screen time, it 

highlights that 60% of the children are accessing 2-3 hours per day. This exceeds the 

recommended daily allowance set by the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) (Cited 

in Daugherty et al, 2014). Children who are being exposed to an excessive amount of 

screen time are at more risk of developmental difficulties and lifelong implications. 

Families who are exposing their children to an excessive amount of screen time are less 

likely to access educational programmes (Domingues-Montanari (2017). The amount of 

screen time that children are accessing is becoming alarmingly excessive.  
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The researcher aimed to find out what children were using their technological devices 

for. When analysing the results, it shows that 99% of the children are using their devices 

to watch television and 98% of children are using their device to access an educational 

app. Children are also using their devices to play games and take photos. Media content 

can be educational for children if it is accessed appropriately (Domingues-Montanari, 

2017). To ensure that it is being used appropriately an adult needs to supervise the 

children.   
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Parents who took part in the questionnaire were asked if they were worried about 

screen time effecting their child’s development. 63% of parents strongly disagreed as 

they believe that their children’s development has increased since accessing educational 

programmes and interactive learning games. 37% of parents strongly agreed that they 

were worried it would damage their children’s health. However, after analysing the 

results, parents were still letting their children access screen time even though they 

feared it could create a negative impact. Parents who were worried about the damages 

said that they cap the screen time usage to reduce a negative impact on their 

development. When comparing these results to the results of how many hours a day are 

being accessed, it shows that 37% are worried about the damages and state they limit 

their screen time, however, 30% state that their children only access 1-2 hours of screen 

time a day. If parents who are worried about damaging effects are limiting screen time, 

then the percentage of hours accessed by children should be equivalent. The 

percentages do not match, therefore showing that some parents are not limiting screen 

time to an acceptable amount when they say they are.   

Open ended questions  

Throughout the questionnaires open ended questions were used, allowing the parents to 

provide their own opinion on the benefits of screen time. All parents who took part in 

the questionnaires agreed that screen time was beneficial for their children. Due to the 

use of open ended questions it made collecting the results very hard as some parents 

went into a larger discussion then others. Therefore, the researcher has decided not to 

include the results. Roberts-Holmes (2010) promotes the use of open ended questions in 

research questionnaires, but as the results entailed in depth answers, it was in the 

researcher’s best interests to include them in the discussion section.  
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Conclusion 

The researcher’s main aim of the research project was to investigate the impact of 

screen time on early childhood development, whilst developing an understanding of the 

negative effects. Throughout the research project the researcher has discussed many 

positive and negative effects that screen time can have on a child’s development. The 

researcher has also discussed the impact excessive screen time can cause in future life. 

The results drawn from the questionnaires and interviews are inconclusive, as they did 

not provide the researcher with the answers that were predicted, causing difficulties 

when trying to follow the research proposal. The validity of the results did cause the 

researcher to withdraw observations on the children as they would have been irrelevant. 

Due to the size of the setting and the implications caused, the results cannot be 

generalised as this would create an unfair judgement of how the population are 

accessing screen time for their children.  

More research is required into the effects that screen time is causing on children’s 

development. The researcher found relevant journals that included positive and 

negative effects. Due to the expansion of technological devices, recent research is not 

as broad. However, as the population of technological devices grow, the researcher 

believes that available research will be widened. The majority of useful statistics were 

found in documents from a search conducted using an internet based search engine. 

Many of the statistics have been completed by health organisations, instead of research 

journals.  

When exploring the literature, the researcher was able to see clear links as to why the 

North Carr ward has such a population of obese children. The statistics from the 

literature relate to families who are suffering from a low income. By allowing their 
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children to access more screen time, these families could be allowing their children to 

face detrimental effects as they become older. It is still unclear whether the statistics 

of obese children relates to the use of screen time, but through research it shows that it 

could be a high possibility.   

The researcher faced limitations throughout the research project, for example the 

questionnaires and interviews were limited to a small a number of participants following 

the researcher’s decision that the results were not valid. Trying to interview staff 

members proved difficult, as the staff did not have the time to participate in the 

interviews and were unwilling to provide the researcher with sufficient time to complete 

them. This caused the researcher to change the approach to a discussion led approach. 

Roberts-Holmes (2010) does state that interviews are more demanding then they first 

appear, resulting in the need of efficient time to carry them out. Due to the nature of 

the discussion, the researcher did not have a set guide to follow, causing the collection 

of results to be very difficult as the answers varied.  

Throughout the research project the researcher has gained an insight as to how 

important it is for early year’s practitioners to be providing children with the 

opportunities to access screen time. The children cannot reach their developmental 

milestones set by the EYFS (2012) if practitioners are not promoting the use of 

technological devices. Research by Hayes and Whitebread (2006) has shown that 

practitioners should be providing children with a wide variety of technological devices, 

where they can explore them to the full potential. Technological devices have also 

proved to be an asset to a child’s development if used appropriately then positive 

educational development will take place. Practitioners are advised to supervise the use 

of technological devices when children are completing programmes (Hayes and 

Whitebread, 2006), in order to promote positive development and ensure children 
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understand the programmes that they are using. Allowing the children to access 

programmes on technological devices also promotes the use of sharing and socialisation 

(Daugherty et al, 2014). Before the literature review was completed, the researcher did 

not believe that screen time could help promote any social benefits. The researcher 

believed that it would be removing children away from group activities where the 

children were given the opportunity to flourish in socialisation. However, research has 

proven that it provides children with great benefits of socialisation. The research 

project has highlighted how children can benefit positively and negatively through the 

use of screen time. It is within the researcher’s best interest to create an awareness to 

other practitioners and parents on the correct use of screen time.   

 

Reference List 

Burton,N., Brunderett,M. and Jones,M., (2008), Doing your Education research project, London, SAGE 

publications  

Callander,N. and Nahmad-Williams,L., (2010), Communication, language and literacy, London, Continuum 

International publishing group 

Daugherty,L., Dossani,R., Johnson,E., and Wright,C. (2014), Moving Beyond Screen Time Redefining 

Developmentally Appropriate Technology Use in Early Childhood Education, JSTOR, Rand Corporation 

 DfE, (2012), Early Education, Development Matters, EYFS, United Kingdom, DfE 

Domingues-Montanari,S., (2017), Clinical and psychological effects of excessive screen time on children, 

Journal of Paediatrics and Child Health, Vol.53, pp. 333-338 

Flanagan,C., (2008), Applying psychology to early child development, Great Brittan, Hodder Education 

Foley,P., Roche,J. and Tucker,S., (2001), Children in society, New York, The open university 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  76 

 
 

Hayes,M. and Whitebread,D., (2006), ICT in the Early Years, England, Open University Press 

Hooghe,M. and Oser,J., (2015), Internet, television and social capital: the effect of ‘screen time’ on social 

capital, Routledge, Vol. 18, No. 10, pp. 1175-1199 

Llolyd,T,, (2012), Factsheet on Boys (5-11) and Screens, London, Boys Development Project 

Maisy,R., Speight,S., Marsh,V., Philo,D., (2013), The Early Education Pilot for two year old children: Age 

five follow up, United Kingdom, DfE 

Maynard,T. and Thomas,N., (2005), Early childhood studies, London, SAGE  

Mills,J. and Mills,R., (2002), Childhood studies: A reader in perspectives of childhood, New York, 

Routledge  

Morgan,A. and Siraj-Blatchford,J., (2009), Using ICT in the Early Years, London, Practical Pre-School Books 

Mukherji,P. and Albon,D., (2012), Research Methods in Early Childhood, London, SAGE Publications 

Nicksic,N., Salahuddin,M., Butte,N., and Hoelscher, (2018), Associations between parent-perceived 

neighbourhood safety and encouragement and child outdoor physical activity among low-income children, 

Journal of physical activity and health, Vol.15, pp.317-324  

Petrie,P., (2011), Communication skills for working with children and young people, London, Jessica 

Kingsley Publishers 

Roberts-Holmes,G., (2010)Doing your early years research project, London, SAGE Publications 

Siraj-Blatchford,J. and Whitebread,D., (2007), Supporting Information and Communications Technology in 

the Early Years, England, Open University Press 

Whitehead,M., (1997), Language and literacy in the early years, London, Paul Chapman Publishing 

Whitehead,M., (2002), Developing Language and literacy with young children, London, Paul Chapman 

Publishing  



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  77 

 
 

www.bbc.co.uk/news/mobile/education-13308737, Parents Admit to using TV as Babysitter, 2011, 

(Accessed May 2018) 

www.commercialfreechildhood.org/sites/default/files/kidsandscreens_0.pdf, Selected Research on 

Screen time and Children, (Accessed May 2018) 

https://healthychildren.org/English/family-life/Media/Pages/Why-to-Avoid-TV-Before-Age-2.aspx, Why to 

avoid TV for Infants and Toddlers, 2016, (Accessed December 2017) 

www.hullcc.gov.uk/pls/hullpublichealth/assets/PHP2017NorthCarr.pdf, Hull Public Health Profiles 2017: 

North Carr Area, 2017 (Accessed May 2018) 

  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/mobile/education-13308737
http://www.commercialfreechildhood.org/sites/default/files/kidsandscreens_0.pdf
https://healthychildren.org/English/family-life/Media/Pages/Why-to-Avoid-TV-Before-Age-2.aspx
http://www.hullcc.gov.uk/pls/hullpublichealth/assets/PHP2017NorthCarr.pdf


Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  78 

 
 

 

Independent Research Project – How does the government thirty-hour 
funding impact on childcare providers and parents? 

Emma Deighton, BA Early Childhood Policy and Practice 
 

 

Introduction  

Due to increasing demands for parents to return to work or increase their working hours, 

the government thirty-hour funding was introduced nationwide in September 2017. 

Greening (2017) suggests the scheme will save working parents over five thousand 

pounds per year and enables parents more flexibility in their working hours.  The 

government aims to support working parents financially with providing free thirty-hour 

childcare. Experimental Statistics (Department for Education (DfE), 2018c) a government 

report which gathers statistics on childcare and early years within England, estimated 

almost three hundred thousand three and four year olds will be eligible for thirty-hour 

funded places in the spring term 2017. This compares to the two hundred thousand 

children who were eligible in the autumn term 2017. However, the scheme is optional 

and providers may choose not to implement the funding.  

The scheme was introduced to eight pilot areas in September 2016, one year before 

being implemented nationwide (Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years 

(PACEY), 2016).  The scheme enables children to attend early years settings for one 

thousand one hundred and forty hours per annum, with some settings stretching the 

funding hours over the whole year. Nevertheless, this decreases the weekly rate of 

thirty hours to twenty two, and settings have no obligation to stretch the hours. 

Additionally, some providers open term-time only, therefore, stretching the funding is 

not an option, with many providing specific times for their funded sessions.  
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The main focus of this research study is to analyse the impact the government scheme 

has on parents and providers, thus, to highlight the benefits and limitations of the 

scheme. The research undertaken will adopt a reflexive approach, where the researcher 

acknowledges and understands the impact personal views and assumptions may have on 

the results gathered (Houser, 2008).  

Current research suggests the government is misleading parents by using the term ‘free 

childcare’ and thousands of parents are finding the application process confusing and 

difficult due to website technical issues. Thousands of parental complaints were made 

within the first enrolment term, with many not being able to apply for the funding in 

which they are eligible for (Elgot, 2017). However, Johnson (2017) argued this only 

represents one percent of the parents applying for the funding. Nevertheless, parents 

feel supported by the government scheme as opposed to previous schemes supporting 

non-working families. Accessing the thirty-hour funding enables parents to support and 

provide more for their child financially. Goodwill (2017a) mirrors this, revealing over 

eighty percent of parents within the piloting scheme 2016-17 now had a sufficient 

amount of additional money to spend on activities and trips to support their child’s 

learning and development.   

Conversely, recent literature suggests the scheme is not financially viable for providers 

and will lead to devastating effects (Ferguson 2017a, 2017b). The current government 

rate is £3.98 per hour, thus, providers argue this is much lower than their setting’s fees. 

Therefore, providers are being forced to charge parents for additional items to make up 

the government shortfall in costs. Nevertheless, this does not represent all providers, 

however, other settings have been forced to increase their fees to cover the loss in their 

income. Financial issues can lead to providers recruiting underqualified practitioners, 

provide less training and the quality of the environment may be affected. Research 
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revealed one in four nurseries will be forced to close within the first year of the scheme 

being implemented (The Preschool Alliance, 2017b), with over one thousand nurseries 

being removed from the early years register since the introduction of the scheme (Cope, 

2018). Providers are faced with the challenge of providing the funding scheme and 

potentially being at risk of financial issues or losing children due to not implementing 

the funded hours which parents are eligible to claim for.     

The research study aims to discover how the government thirty-hour funding impacts on 

parents and providers. The principle research questions are: 

 How do settings provide the thirty-hour funding scheme?  

 Has the scheme been effectively implemented, supporting parents back into 

work?  

 What are the benefits of this scheme?  

 What are the limitations and barriers of the recently implemented thirty-hour 

funding scheme? 

Literature Review  

This literature review aims to examine any disparities in the current research relating to 

government funding within childcare environments in England. Furthermore, the 

objective is to critically analyse evidence and theory to support the key aspects 

addressed within the review. The newly implemented thirty-hour funding aims to 

support working parents with childcare costs and provides the settings with funding to 

cover the fees. However, although it was only applied in 2017 there seems to be a gap in 

the research on the effectiveness of this scheme.   

In recent years, the government in England has implemented various schemes to support 

parents with childcare and with children accessing high quality learning environments. 
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The Education Secretary, Nicky Morgan (2016), claims that for a substantial period of 

time the costs of childcare have created barriers and prevented parents from working, 

specifically mothers. Education has been a significant concern ‘since the late 1990’s, 

when state intervention began in earnest with free part-time early education becoming 

an entitlement for four-year-old children’ (West and Noden, 2016). Within this period of 

time many European countries such as Denmark, Germany, Italy and the Netherlands 

additionally provided state funding, however prioritised working-class parents (European 

Commission Childcare Network, 1990). Nevertheless, both England and Ireland refrained 

from prioritising these funded places despite mothers being encouraged to re-join the 

work force (Marchbank, 2000).   

The most successful and recent scheme introduced by the government was the fifteen-

hour funding in the early 2000’s. The Interdepartmental Childcare Review (Strategy 

Unit, 2002) referred to state funding as a crucial aspect in providing high quality 

environments and in supporting parents back into work. The scheme was primarily 

introduced for all three and four year olds regardless of their family’s income or 

whether the parents were working. Nonetheless, this was extended in 2013 when the 

government introduced the fifteen-hour funding for two year olds from disadvantaged 

families. The Nuffield Foundation (2014) highlighted the number of three-year-old 

children accessing free funded places increased from thirty-seven percent commencing 

the scheme and rapidly expanded to eighty-seven percent by 2007. Morgan (2016) 

echoes this proposing over one million three and four-year-old children benefited from 

this scheme in 2015. Conversely, the Nuffield Foundation (2014) later argued only a 

small minority of children entered education with regards to the scheme. Additionally, 

the Nuffield Foundation (2014) stated that over forty percent of children were already 

benefiting from free childcare at the end of the 1990s and childcare costs simply shifted 
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from parents to the state to cover the care parents would have been accessing 

regardless. This indicates there was a gap between the research and the implementation 

of this scheme. It could therefore be argued that the employment strategy was 

unsuccessful in supporting more children into educational environments. In England 

there is a danger between segregating settings between those who provide funded 

sessions only for non-working parents, and on the other hand those who provide full time 

care for working families. Stewart et al. (2015) argue this will create a social 

segregation between children, families and settings, and those families who primarily do 

not work may struggle to change settings commencing a new job.   

Furthermore, the thirty-hour funding was recently introduced in September 2017, for 

parents who are working sixteen hours or more or earn the equivalent to sixteen hours 

on minimum wage (Ferguson, 2017a). Nonetheless, Rodgers (2016) argues this creates 

barriers for disadvantaged children whose parents are not working or are low income 

earners which may have devastating effects on children accessing provision. The DfE 

(2015:4) proposed this scheme will support ‘families by reducing the cost of childcare 

and will support parents into work or to work more hours should they wish to do so’. 

However, as noted within the fifteen hour funding scheme a large quantity of children 

were already accessing childcare providers, thus making the scheme ineffective in 

meeting the aims and objectives proposed. As the DfE (2010) highlights, in 2009 almost 

ninety percent of three and four year old children within England received childcare 

within settings. Therefore, the objectives of this scheme again may be ineffective in 

meeting the aims, thus giving more money to the parents and away from the 

government. However, over decades unemployed parents have received various benefits 

to assist with living and childcare costs (Van Oorschot and Meuleman, 2014). Thus, the 
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thirty-hour funding scheme ensures working families are benefiting from the 

government.    

With three and four year old children already receiving fifteen hours of free childcare, 

the thirty-hour scheme increases this giving children an additional five hundred and 

seventy hours a year, in total one thousand one hundred and forty hours a year (UK 

Government, 2016). Parents can take the funded hours within term time or spread the 

hours to cover the whole year, however there is no legal obligation for settings to 

provide the stretched funding (BBC News, 2018). Working hours and commitments is a 

crucial determinant in the need for childcare with England (Visser, 2002), therefore with 

the support from government funding this will impact on the parents and the child. 

Nevertheless, it is evident there is no research into how this scheme will impact on the 

child’s development and learning, and as Henau (2017) points out this scheme merely 

benefits the parents not the child. Moreover, the parental benefits are noted as: 

Increased work flexibility; reduced stress as less juggling was required to minimise childcare 
costs and less reliance on grandparents for informal care; and improved family finances.  

(UK Government, 2016:20)   

Many parents have struggled applying for the thirty-hour funding due to technical 

website difficulties. Goodwill (2017b) the former Minister of State for Children and 

Families stated that more than two hundred thousand parents successfully applied and 

received their funding codes to join the fifteen thousand who previously received this 

during the piloting period. Conversely, Rhodes (2017) argues there are almost four 

hundred thousand families eligible to receive the support towards childcare costs. 

Morgan the chair of the Treasury Committee (2017) highlighted, thousands of families 

have been unable to successfully apply for the funding to which they are entitled to due 

to technical difficulties. However, Johnson (2017) Her Majesty Revenue and Customs 
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chief executive states over one and a half thousand complaints have been made, 

nevertheless this represents only one percent of all customers applying.  

Along with parents the thirty-hour funding has had a major impact on childcare 

providers, however as opposed to parents this has come as a considerable 

disappointment. The Preschool Alliance (2017a) estimated that over forty percent of 

childcare providers did not sign up to the scheme almost a week before the start date. 

With the government’s hourly rates estimated lower than most settings this has caused 

devastating results for both providers and parents. The DfE has been advised to rethink 

their decision not to publish the research used to set the government costs of funded 

places, and arguments have been raised that this information should be released to the 

public for debate with many providers claiming the rates are set too low (Richardson, 

2016). Ferguson (2017a) inferred, that the DfE prohibits providers asking parents to top 

up the government rates to balance out the providers rates. The National Day Nurseries 

Association (NDNA) (2017a, 2017b) conducted research and highlighted over half of 

childcare providers are limiting the number of spaces available to children which could 

entail many children not being able to benefit from the scheme. Additionally, one in five 

settings are not offering the thirty-hour funding due to the financial difficulties they will 

face. Many childcare providers are making up the shortfall in costs by increasing rates 

for the additional hours children attend, charging parents for meals, nappies and outings 

and allocating specific times for the funded hours (Richardson, 2017). Furthermore, 

providers must cover the costs of the practitioners caring for these children. England is 

one of few countries that provide the lowest staff to child ratios (Rodgers, 2016) thus 

forcing settings to recruit additional staff to meet the government ratios. Celevland and 

Krashinsky (1998) revealed lower ratios results in better social relationships and 

adjustments as opposed to high ratios. Nonetheless, settings can become overcrowded 
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and busy with more children attending. Practitioners can become controlling and 

provide little interaction due to being rushed and over stretched (Goldschmied and 

Jackson, 1994) thus creating a low quality environment and experience for children. 

Tough et al. (2013:537) suggests ‘high-quality child care programs can have positive and 

long-lasting effects on development outcomes for children’. According to the Nuffield 

Foundation (2014) the decision to create free funded places for all three year olds only 

increased English children's developmental outcomes by two percent by the age of five. 

In the last thirty years the amount of children accessing childcare settings has 

dramatically increased (Blau, 2003), thus placing more importance on children’s 

attachments. Bowlby’s (1988) attachment theory argues that, in order to develop a 

sense of trust, security and emotional well-being the child must develop a strong 

relationship with the mother. However, Meins (1997) criticises Bowlby’s theory of 

directing this towards one single parent and that ‘normal’ children are raised within a 

home. With children accessing funding to attend childcare providers more frequently 

this may hinder the relationship and bond between the child and parents. Supporting 

Bowlby’s attachment theory Roberts states: 

One of the longest and most detailed studies of UK childcare has concluded that young 
children who are looked after by their mothers do significantly better…than those cared for in 
nurseries, by childminders or relatives.  

(Roberts, 2005)  

Regardless of this, more children are continuing to attend childcare settings in order for 

parents to work, or to access government funding. In order to assist the development of 

attachments and secure and trustworthy relationships the DfE (2017a) clearly outlines 

that each child must be assigned a keyworker, in which one of their roles is to liaise and 

work in partnership with parents to ensure the child’s learning is best supported. The 

keyworker approach was proposed by Elfer and Goldschmied based on the attachment 
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theory, revealing the importance of relationships between the child, parents and setting 

(Elfer et al., 2003). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory (1979) entails of five systems 

which are required to interact effectively in order to support the child who is situated at 

the centre. Additionally, Bronfenbrenner (1994) stressed the importance of effective 

two way communication, leading to the construction of trusting and strengthened 

relationships that are crucial to the development of a child. Building these strong 

relationships builds attachments in order for the child to thrive and develop within a 

high quality learning environment.  

Constructing strong attachments supports children’s peer relationships within childcare 

environments. The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development Early 

Childcare Research Network (2008) found those children who attend settings more 

regularly and engage in peer relationships develop social competence as opposed to 

those children with less frequent interactions. This is supported within the socio-cultural 

pedagogical model of Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development theory (1978) where 

children can reach their full potential with the support of a more knowledgeable peer or 

adult. Children with poor relationships may develop a higher sense of loneliness 

impacting on the child’s holistic development and ability to learn to socialise with others 

(Hui and Jian-Ren, 2017). The DfE (2017b) research report found thirteen percent of 

parents consider one of the benefits to the thirty-hour scheme is that their child will 

have the opportunity to socialise with other peers in a secure and caring environment. 

Nevertheless, due to limited research on the impact of the thirty-hour funding on 

children, further sections will focus on the impact on childcare providers and parents.  

This literature review has identified that the government in England has taken steps in 

supporting families with childcare costs. However, the latest thirty-hour funding scheme 

has had a positive impact for parents, although a devastating effect on childcare 
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providers, and it is this evidence which forms the basis of the research project. 

Consequently, there is a gap in literature on how the scheme supports children within 

care and educational learning environments and practitioners working to support the 

children frequently accessing settings.  

 

Methodology  

In order to answer the research question ‘How does the government thirty-hour funding 

impact on childcare providers and parents?’ an efficient research method must be 

chosen. Roberts-Holmes (2011) concurs with this notion, stating, the most effective 

paradigm for the researcher’s project must be selected. A research paradigm is often 

defined as a distinct way of thinking about the world, using assumptions and views to 

incorporate shared understandings (Schwandt, 2001). Social science research proposes 

two main paradigms, the positivist and interpretivist approach. One of the distinct 

differences between the two approaches is the elements of science (Mukherji and Albon, 

2015). Positivists propose facts and events are non-random which have concrete causes, 

which relies on rigorous, orderly and focused procedures (Profetto-McGrath et al., 

2010). Conversely, interpretivists assume reality is based on the outcomes of social 

interactions, with human actions of sense-making, thinking and decision making 

(Watson, 2003). Therefore, each response will vary dependent on the social context and 

interactions individuals have. It can be argued: 

Positivism is less successful in its application to the study of human behaviour where the 
immense complexity of human nature and the elusive and intangible quality of social 
phenomenon contrast strikingly with the order and regularity of the natural world  

(Cohen et al., 2011:7)  

 

Literature reveals researchers must recognise there are different paradigms for different 

research purposes. Hughes (2001) echoes this proposing: 
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Different paradigms give us different perspectives on the world, and so we should try to keep 
an open mind about the paradigm we favour as researchers and be prepared to try different 
ones  

(Hughes, 2001:32) 

Selecting the most appropriate paradigm is recognised as pragmatism, which supports 

the researcher in addressing the research questions (Ormston et al., 2004). Additionally, 

ensuring all key elements within the project are reliable, accurate and valid. As opposed 

to positivists who use quantitative research methods to generalise and discover a single 

truth, interpretivists propose that being personally interactive with people using 

qualitative research methods enables the researcher to analyse how others view the 

world (Browne, 2006). With regard to this project, a positivist research paradigm was 

effective in gathering general information on the government thirty-hour funding, 

however the quantitative methods would not have enabled the researcher to investigate 

the reasons, benefits and limitations to the scheme. Therefore, this project adopted an 

interpretivist research paradigm, implementing both qualitative and quantitative 

research methods. Nevertheless, Punch and Oancea (2014) note that individual’s 

responses are influenced by personal, political and cultural contexts, which may result 

in multiple truths.  

To ensure research is reliable and valid, both the quantitative and qualitative methods 

used must be appropriate in addressing the key questions within the project (Stommel 

and Wills, 2004). The researcher holds a manager’s position within a private day setting, 

which provides experience and knowledge on the government scheme. Therefore, the 

researcher adopted a reflexive approach, recognising and acknowledging their 

assumptions and opinions which may have influenced the outcomes of this project. 

Simons (2009:93) highlights ‘demonstrating reflexivity is a critical factor in ensuring the 

validity of the study’. Attempting to: 
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Decoloniz[e] contemporary methodology requires a reflexive investigation of what are the 
common-sense assumptions, conceptions, or ideologies behind research methods such as 
questionnaires, interviews… and so on, because traditional research methods do not work 
adequately for several reasons. 

(Gobo, 2011:417)  

 The research methods which could be used to obtain reliable data on the impact of the 

thirty-hour funding scheme include interviews, questionnaires, surveys and the 

government census (provider portal). The DfE (2018a) inferred, it is mandatory providers 

complete the census, sharing information on the individual setting and the percentage of 

children taking up funded hours. The census provides data on the percentage of children 

accessing the thirty-hour funding within the current setting each term, although is 

ineffective in providing information on the benefits and limitations to the scheme. 

Additionally, surveys are usually taken over a long period of time, and with the research 

carried out over a short period of time this would be deemed inappropriate, thus 

impacting on the accuracy of the data. Therefore, the project implemented both 

structured interviews and questionnaires for both parents and providers. An 

ethnographic approach is paramount to the data collection, where the researcher has 

been personally immersed in the setting for a long period of time, documenting 

information and listening to others (Bryman, 2016). To ensure the effectiveness and 

organisation of the project, the following ‘Gantt’ style plan was created to maintain 

course of action (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1.  

 

To begin, parental questionnaires (appendix three) were devised and given to each 

parent accessing the thirty-hour funding within the setting. Ethically, this ensures all 

parents are included within the research process, regardless of assumptions, cultures, 

backgrounds and family status. The code of ethical conduct (National Association for the 

Education of Young Children, 2011:4) proposes guidelines for ethical behaviour and 

clearly states families ‘shall be fully informed of any proposed research projects 

involving their children and shall have the opportunity to give or withhold consent 

without penalty’. Parents have the opportunity not to share their opinion on the 

government scheme, however undertaking the manager’s position has been essential in 

developing strong and trustworthy relationships. Effective partnerships ensure the 

information shared is reliable and accurate (Couchenour and Chrisman, 2013), however, 

it can be argued, strong relationships with participants can hinder the accuracy of 

information, due to providing the information they think the research is aiming for. 

Porter (2008) adds to this, claiming parents sense a difference in power between 

themselves and professionals, therefore causing barriers and limiting the opportunity to 

work in effective partnership. The questions aimed to provide general statistics on how 

Research Project Plan

Task Start date End date Jan Feb Mar Apr May June

Ethics proposal 19/01/2018 19/01/2018

Literature review 22/01/2018 02/02/2018

Contact settings for an overview 05/02/2018 09/02/2018

Select parents and settings to involve 12/02/2018 16/02/2018

Write parental consent letter for interviews 19/02/2018 23/02/2018

Write provider consent letter 19/02/2018 23/02/2018

Provider and parental questionnaires 26/02/2018 26/02/2018

Interview parents of children accessing funding 05/03/2018 30/03/2018

Interview settings 12/03/2018 30/03/2018

Analyse data 01/04/2018 01/05/2018

Writing up of research 22/01/2018 01/06/2018

Submit research 08/06/2018 08/06/2018
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parents access the funding, if the scheme has enabled them back to work for longer 

hours, and whether they feel the scheme is beneficial. Therefore, closed questions were 

used, as these increase the rates of returned completed questionnaires due to being 

easy to respond to and appear less confusing (Kara, 2012). Questionnaires allow the 

researcher to collect simple information from a range of settings, without personally 

travelling to each location (Gratton and Jones, 2010). Additionally, the researcher 

developed knowledge on the percentage of settings providing the thirty-hour funding 

and how this is accessed by parents. Nevertheless, Remenyi (2013) argues, that results 

may vary depending on the individuals level of knowledge, experience and 

qualifications. Using questionnaires is irrespective of who is supplying the data, 

therefore the same weight is given to those of higher expertise to those of less 

experience.  

These questionnaires were followed by structured interviews with parent consent 

(appendix four), with a small percentage of parents accessing the thirty-hour funding. It 

is suggested we live in an ‘interview society’ (Silverman, 1993), with interviews being a 

highly adjustable research tool, used in both quantitative and qualitative research 

(Mukherji and Albon, 2010). Structured interviews refers to a discussion where the topic 

and questions have been predetermined (McNeil and Chapman, 2005). However, Fontana 

and Frey (2000) note that, within structured interviews the interviewer will ask the 

questions in exactly the same order on the list, using the exact terminology. Within this 

project, the predetermined questions were designed to equip the researcher with the 

knowledge on parents’ perspectives on the benefits and limitations to the funding 

scheme. Identifying whether the scheme has been successful in meeting the aims 

proposed, and how this has benefited the children’s learning and development. The 

interviews were conducted in person, allowing the parent the time to respond to 
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questions, and the researcher to adjust questions to follow the lead of the parent. Roller 

and Lavrakas (2015) highlight, that face to face interviews allow both parties to build a 

rapport and relationship, thus impacting on the depth and information shared. Postmus 

(2013) adds to this, claiming such interview methods produce more accurate and 

thoughtful responses. Nonetheless, parents may feel obliged to positively comment with 

their child attending the setting and the interviewer holding the manager’s position. 

Therefore, the reliability of the results could be criticised due to the relationship 

between both parties.    

Once the parental questionnaires and interviews were conducted, ten local settings 

were additionally involved within the project, offering information on their individual 

setting and the impact of the scheme. An alternative questionnaire (appendix six) was 

posted to the settings, along with the consent form (appendix five) to participate within 

the study and the interview process. Involving other settings was crucial to the project, 

enabling others’ perspectives to be considered and analysed to assess the impact. 

Varying perspectives can lead to conflict and an unpleasant interview (Unwin and 

Wellington, 2001), thus, highlighting the importance of the researcher demonstrating 

reflexivity throughout the process. The researcher has no previous connections with 

these settings, allowing the researcher to contact these on a neutral level. However, a 

key limitation within this method, is the researcher’s position within the current setting, 

which could have led to other settings refusing to participate due to the feeling of 

competition and rivalry. Nevertheless, settings were personally contacted prior, 

outlining the primary aims of the project. In regards to time and locations, the 

interviews were conducted via telephone. Telephone interviews have been recognised as 

a widely used method, ensuring personal contact, while reducing cost, travel and time 

(Collis and Hussey, 2014). The questions within both interviews were structured, opening 
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the process with a less personal question, and ending with a sensitive issue. Spratt 

(2016) suggests challenging and more difficult questions are best organised in the middle 

or towards the end of the interview. Moreover, according to Bell (2010) the sequencing 

of questions can influence the relationship between the interviewer and interviewee, 

therefore, impacting upon the data collected.  

Once the questionnaires and interviews were conducted and data gathered, the process 

of data analysis must commence (Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003). Nevertheless, prior to 

this, the research proposal was approved by the University’s Research Ethics Committee. 

Once the proposal is deemed ethical, a consent letter was drafted to each setting’s 

gatekeeper. Walsh (2005) highlights the gatekeeper is often the person managing or in 

charge of a setting. Nonetheless, personally holding the manager’s role this was 

obtained by the directing manager. Paul (2010) claims the gatekeeper potentially has 

less to gain as opposed to the researcher. Therefore, the researcher ensured the aims of 

the project were clear and understood. Nonetheless, Roberts-Holmes (2014) clearly 

highlights that the gatekeepers consent does not provide the consent of individual 

children, practitioners and parents. Therefore, consent letters were drafted to each 

individual, each highlighting their right to withdraw from the project at any time. To 

remain ethical, privacy and confidentiality the researcher opted to use the private 

office for the telephone interviews, making the interviewee aware of their rights to view 

the notes created. Bowles et al. (2006) state confidentiality is of the fundamental 

ethical principles, furthermore, is an ethical duty of professionals.  

Within the parental questionnaires, signing consent was not possible due to 

compromising people’s anonymity. David and Sutton (2011) propose that receiving a 

completed questionnaire refers to evidence of consent itself. Kumar (2009) adds to this, 
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claiming this can help gain access to more accurate information. A total of thirty 

questionnaires were returned, equivalent to eighty-five percent.   

Results and analysis 

As discussed within the methodology, the aim of this research project was to evaluate 

the impact of the thirty-hour funding on providers and parents. Questionnaires and 

interviews were conducted with the aim of ascertaining whether the government 

scheme has been effectively implemented and what the benefits are to children, 

parents and providers. The data gathered will be analysed using Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheets, however, not all the data has been analysed and discussed within the 

project. Roberts-Holmes (2014) recognised not all data is relevant within a project. 

Therefore, it is the researcher’s role to acknowledge which data is deemed suitable to 

meet the aims of the project. The findings will be discussed according to the research 

questions identified within the introduction, using the data collected from both 

qualitative and quantitative research methods.   

Research question: “How do settings provide the thirty-hour funding scheme?”  

Figure 2.  
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In order to assess how providers implement the thirty-hour funding, the first key 

question is to identify how many of the providers within this project provide this scheme 

within their setting. This was seen as crucial to the research, due to the project aiming 

to assess the impact and benefits this scheme has on providers. The results revealed 

(Figure 2) that one setting interviewed, which equates to ten percent, has opted out of 

providing the thirty-hour funding. Therefore, the results from this point forward will 

acknowledge the data gathered from the nine settings implementing the funding.  

This was seen as an important aspect within the study as since the introduction of the 

scheme a percentage of providers have been forced to close due to financial difficulties. 

Implementing the thirty-hour funding scheme has presented providers with a difficult 

decision. With many parents entitled to the scheme providers are faced with the 

challenge of having financial difficulties and providing the scheme, or opting out of the 

scheme and potentially loosing children and parents to another provider. Ferguson 

(2017a) interviewed providers on the impact of the scheme and outlined many 

outstanding nurseries are opting out of the scheme or closing their doors due to not 

being able to financially provide the thirty-hour scheme and identifying that parents will 

find alternative settings.  

In order to ascertain how providers implement the funding scheme this key question was 

included both within the questionnaire and the interview. The questionnaire enabled the 

researcher to identify whether the funding is term time only and if additional costs are 

required, however, the interview provided the data on how the sessions are provided 

and any additional costs charged. The data revealed (Figure 3) seven providers stretch 

the funding over the year to support the childcare costs for parents, and two provide the 

funding term time only. Figure 3.  
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Nevertheless, the settings identified as providing term time funding only, provide 

childcare term time and close within the school holidays. Therefore, the results are 

limited to assess whether the funding scheme would be stretched over the year if the 

settings were open all year. The thirty-hour funding scheme covers thirty eight weeks of 

the year, equating to term time, however it is the settings discretion whether to stretch 

the funding across the year (Bradshaw, 2016). The questionnaire results indicate seven 

settings make up the downfall in costs, however, the data gathered within the 

interviews (Figure 4) reveal all nine settings implementing the funding charge extra or 

increased their fees to meet the financial cuts of the funding scheme. Siddique (2018) 

revealed thirty-five percent of nurseries have increased fees for non-government funded 

hours, with thirty-seven percent introduced increased fees or charges for goods as a  
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 Consequence of the government rates.    

Figure 4.  

Research question: “Has the scheme been effectively implemented, supporting 

parents back into work?”  

The second question was to establish whether the funding scheme has been effectively 

implemented within settings and supported parents back into work or to increase their 

working hours. In order to gather the data to analyse this key point, the results from 

both providers and parents are required. Within the triangulation method, the 

researcher is required to analyse all the data from different perspectives to ensure 

accurate results (Whitley and Kite, 2013). The data revealed (Figure 5) eight settings’ 

occupancy has increased due to the implementation of the thirty-hour funding, with one 

setting claiming their occupancy has not changed. This result may be determined due to 

the setting being a childminder, therefore, providing less available spaces due to 

staff:child ratios. Early years and childcare service (2015) revealed over forty-six 

How do you make up the downfall in costs from the government funding scheme?  

  Meals  Trips Consumables  Increased fees  

Setting One X       

Setting Two X   X   

Setting Three       X 

Setting Four X   X   

Setting Five X   X   

Setting Six  X X X   

Setting Seven X       

Setting Eight       X 

Setting Nine X       

Total 7 1 4 2 
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percent of childminders have a full setting, with seventy-five percent turning down 

childcare requests due to not having available spaces.  

Figure 5.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Moreover, the parental responses indicate a contrasting view to the research question. 

The data suggests a high percentage of provider’s occupancy has increased, however, 

the results from the parental questionnaire evidence under two percent of parents have 

increased their working hours due to the funding scheme. Figure 6 outlines the amount 

of hours parents have increased their working hours, with five parents stating between 

zero and five hours, one parent between six to ten hours and the remaining twenty-four 

have not increased their hours at work. Nevertheless, the data was gathered within 

personal practice and a high percentage of parents were previously working the 

minimum required hours to become eligible for the thirty-hour funding. Nevertheless, 

the Office for National Statistics (2017) revealed women with children aged between 

three and four have the lowest employment rates within England, therefore the scheme 

is aimed at supporting these parents into work. This indicates further research and study 

on a range of providers across England to determine the effectiveness of the scheme in 

supporting parents back into work.  

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Yes No

8

1

Has your occupancy increased due to the 
scheme?



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  99 

 
 

Figure 6.  

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

The response rate from providers suggest a weakness in the government scheme. Some 

provider interviewees argued the scheme has not been effective in meeting the aims of 

supporting parents into work, whilst others felt that the scheme has benefited a small 

percentage of parents. During the interviews almost three-quarters of the provider 

participants, equating to seventy percent, indicated that parents were currently working 

prior to the scheme, and would have continued to access the setting for the same hours 

regardless of the funding scheme. This suggests a financial loss on the government and 

an increase for working parents. This view was supported by eight of the parents 

interviewed, equating to eighty percent, stating their child would have remained 

accessing the setting without the implantation of the funding scheme.   

 

Research question: “What are the benefits of this scheme?”  

In response to the question ‘What do you feel are the benefits to this scheme for 

parents?’, a high percentage of parents commented that due to the scheme they have a 

higher income to spend on activities with their child outside the setting to support the 

How many hours have you increased at work 
due the thirty-hour funding?

0-5 hours 6-10 hours above 10 hours Not increased
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child’s emotional and social development, along with other areas as highlighted within 

the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (DfE, 2017a). Goodwill (2017a) proposes parents 

benefiting from the scheme will have a higher income to spend on their child, thus 

supporting children’s learning and development. However, there are no instructions on 

how the extra money can be spent, therefore a risk may be how parents will use this 

money. There was a similar response from the provider interviews, claiming parents can 

financially provide children with both learning and luxury items. Research suggests there 

is a significant positive relation between household income and children’s development 

(Coyl et al, 2002), however, it can be argued money makes a significant difference to 

children from low income families as opposed to those in higher income households 

(Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2013). Nevertheless, a common view amongst provider 

interviewees was how this scheme supports working families, as opposed to many other 

schemes and benefits previously enforced supporting those families who do not or are 

unable to work. Dinenage (2017: n.p.) states ‘the government is working to create a 

society where success is defined by work and talent, not birth or circumstance’.   

Although, the funding has been implemented to support parents into work (DfE, 2015), 

with little research on the impact this scheme has on children, parents were asked ‘How 

do you feel this scheme benefits children?’ A recurrent view in the parental interviews 

was a sense amongst interviewees that the scheme is having a positive impact on 

children’s learning and development. The three broad themes which emerged from the 

data analysis (Figure 7) were an increase in children’s confidence and social 

relationships, and children learning new skills and knowledge. Nevertheless, the family 

and childcare trust (2017) contend that children’s outcomes increase within high quality 

settings, and the thirty-hour funding scheme may decrease the quality of care and 

education within settings due to financial issues.  
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Figure 7.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In regards to providers, the data indicates eight settings’, equating to eighty percent, 

state that children have increased their sessions or hours within the setting (Figure 8). 

However, the data provides no evidence on how many children this has impacted upon, 

thus, providing the researcher with limited evidence. Consequently, some settings may 

indicate a high percentage of children have increased their sessions or hours, whereas 

others may indicate there has only been a small minority of children. Nonetheless, all 

providers’ results will remain the same due to there being no clarification on the 

percentage. Moreover, the parental questionnaire results (Figure 9) show approximately 

an equal result, with forty-seven percent of parents inferring their child has increased 

their sessions or hours within the setting, and fifty three percent claiming their child’s 

hours have not changed.     
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Figure 8.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research question: “What are the limitations and barriers of the recently 

implemented thirty-hour funding scheme?”  

The final question was to establish the limitations of the funding scheme and the impact 

this has on parents and providers. This was seen as paramount to the research project 

with the main objective to evaluate and assess the impact of the thirty-hour funding. In 

order to analyse the impact both the quantitative and qualitative results were analysed. 

The data from the parental questionnaire (Figure 10) revealed over half of the 
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participants, equating to fifty-six percent, encountered a positive experience when 

applying for the funding online, however other participants found the process confusing 

or encountered problems. Therefore highlighting a key weakness within the application 

process to the scheme. Rodionova (2018) inferred parents are encountering issues whilst 

applying or confirming eligibility due to online technical errors despite the scheme being 

implemented in 2017.    

Figure 10. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The provider interviews provided similar results, with the common theme across all nine 

of the settings implementing the funding, that parents have encountered difficulties 

whilst applying for the funding, and continuing to ensure eligibility every three months 

online. Parents who do not log into their account every three months and confirm their 

eligibility can result in settings being unable to claim for their child. Therefore, resulting 

in the child and parents being unable to use the government scheme towards childcare 

costs.   

Furthermore, the analysis of the provider results revealed significant limitations within 

the funding scheme. Financial statistics was the key theme expressed across all settings 
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implementing the funding. All provider participants providing the funding, equating to 

ninety percent, reported that they feel the government costs for the funding is 

exceptionally low and does not cover the costs of their daily childcare rates. Due to low 

government rates providers have been forced to pass the funding shortfall onto parents 

by charging extra for meals, consumables and other items (Siddique, 2018). Rodger 

(2017) revealed providers will lose approximately one thousand seven hundred pounds 

for every thirty-hour childcare place they provide. As a result providers have been 

forced to increase fees or charge for additional items. A disturbing result from the 

questionnaires (Figure 11) revealed all nine settings feel early years settings are unable 

to provide this funding scheme over a long period of time. Continuation of the thirty-

hour funding scheme can lead to devastating effects on providers, with it already being 

identified that settings are closing due to being unable to fund the scheme. The 

Preschool Alliance (2017b) estimates one in four nurseries will be forced to close within 

the first year of the scheme.  

Figure 11. 
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Moreover, a minority of participants, equating to thirty percent, indicated that they feel 

the process and amount of paperwork is time consuming and requires re-evaluating by 

the government. Overall, the results indicate parents are benefiting financially from the 

scheme with few limitations as opposed to providers, where concerns have been raised 

on whether the scheme long-term will negatively impact on the financial status of the 

setting and ability to remain open to parents and children.  

Discussion  

The findings from this small-scale project highlights the benefits and limitations of the 

thirty-hour funding scheme on parents and providers. The results indicate significant 

benefits to parent’s financial status, however, highlight devastating results which may 

impact upon providers within the future. While not representative of all parents and 

providers within England, the findings validate the necessity of further research to 

analyse the effects of the scheme across the country. Glasper (2017) inferred, 

conducting research studies across the country provides more accurate results to analyse 

the effectiveness of the implementation. The key difference between the two 

perspectives is parents feel supported within the government educational system, 

whereas, providers feel unsupported, thus the scheme is ineffectively implemented.  

The intention of this research project was not to criticise the government funding 

scheme, rather, to discuss key issues raised since the scheme was implemented. Indeed, 

government funding supports parents financially towards childcare costs (UK 

Government, 2014), however, in order to provide high quality care and learning, settings 

require a stable financial income to provide staff training, meet ratios and provide a 

stimulating environment for children to learn and progress (Gestwicki and Bertrand, 

2012). The results are not surprising and relate to research stated within the literature 
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review. One unexpected finding was that only one provider out of ten interviewed opted 

out of providing the thirty-hour funding scheme. The results from the interview 

identified this was due to financial problems, and concerns of being able to implement 

this long-term without devastating effects on children, staff, parents and the quality of 

care provided. The DfE (2016) childcare survey revealed over ninety percent of nurseries 

provide the fifteen-hour funding as opposed to only forty-four percent planning to 

provide the thirty-hour. The Preschool Alliance (2017a) mirror this estimating forty 

percent of providers opted out of the funding scheme one week prior to the start date. 

Nonetheless, the results suggest a high percentage of providers within the local area are 

providing the scheme, thus, benefiting working families. One area of North Yorkshire, 

the city of York, formed part of the pilot scheme, implementing the funding one year 

ahead of the nationwide scheme in September 2017. Furthermore, the researcher’s area 

became a part of the early implementation starting a term before the general roll-out. 

This enabled providers within the area the advantage of piloting the scheme, assessing 

the benefits and barriers, therefore, providing the opportunity to opt out when the 

scheme was implemented nationwide (PACEY, 2016).   

The overall aim of the thirty-hour funding was to support parents back into work or 

increase their working hours. The results of this study suggest this has been unsuccessful 

with a high percentage of parents’ working hours remaining the same as prior to the 

scheme. Therefore, suggesting this scheme has been most effective in supporting those 

families already working. Ferguson (2017a) revealed the funding scheme aims to support 

families with the cost of high quality childcare, thus, many existing working families will 

benefit from this scheme. Research claims over ninety percent of three and four year 

olds were receiving childcare within settings in 2009 (DfE, 2010), thus, highlighting an 

insignificance in the aims of the scheme. Consequently, indicating a high percentage of 
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parents will have been working to cover the costs of childcare. The statistics in North 

Yorkshire reveal eighty-two percent of parents are employed, therefore an increase of 

three percent since 2015 (North Yorkshire County Council (NYCC), 2017). However, due 

to the implementation of the fifteen-hour funding parents may have been using 

providers for their funded sessions as opposed to working and paying for childcare. In 

order to accurately assess whether parents were working alongside the fifteen-hour 

funding, a further research study is required.  

The results from providers indicated children have increased their sessions or hours 

within the setting, however, these do not correspond with the parent’s results on 

increased working hours. Providers claimed forty-seven percent of children had 

increased their session or hours due to the scheme, however, only twenty percent of 

parents within the study have increased their working hours. This suggests children were 

previously attending settings prior to the scheme, although have increased due to 

parents income increasing, as opposed to parents working more or for longer hours. 

Research suggests many children are cared for by relatives or family friends, enabling 

parents to work (Statham and Mooney, 2003), which may indicate the reasons for the 

results differing. Many parents within the interviews discussed how their child previously 

attended the setting and sessions have remained the same, however, the parents have a 

higher income to spend on activities outside the setting. The results from the piloting 

scheme in 2016-17 revealed over eighty percent of parents’ income has increased, 

therefore having the money to spend on activities and trips with their child, and reduce 

the burden that was previously felt with families struggling to meet financial deadlines 

(Goodwill, 2017a).  

When questioned, all providers implementing the funding felt the scheme is beneficial 

to working parents and children, however, will be severe consequences for settings if 
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the government continues to pay under the hourly costs of childcare. Ferguson (2017a) 

inferred providers will either be forced to close down or parents will have to make up 

the shortfall in costs. Cope (2018) revealed there has been a loss of one thousand one 

hundred and forty six early nurseries from the early years register since the scheme was 

introduced. The government currently increased the rate in North Yorkshire from £3.90 

to £3.98 in the summer term 2018, however, NDNA (2017a) claims this will be frozen 

until 2020. The average childcare cost per hour within North Yorkshire is £4.10 and £4.42 

within England (NYCC: 2017), this is relatively higher than the government income. The 

thirty-hour funding scheme is advertised as ‘free childcare’, nevertheless, providers are 

charging parents for meals and consumable or increasing their fees, consequently, the 

funding is not free. Parents argue the scheme is misleading due to parents being charged 

to cover the financial shortfall from the government, and the scheme only being 

provided thirty-eight weeks of the year (Ferguson, 2017b). Nonetheless, providers can 

stretch the funding over the year to support parent’s childcare costs, however,  not all 

providers provide stretched funding and the decision is held solely with the provider 

(PACEY, 2016). Parents are entitled to one thousand one hundred and forty hours of 

childcare per annum, nevertheless, the weekly rate of thirty hours will reduce to 

twenty-two if the funding is stretched over the year (YorOK, 2018). The results 

identified a high percentage of providers within the study stretch their funding, and 

parent’s feedback showed this is a strength of the scheme, as it ensures those children 

who attend settings up to two days per week can attend all year without a sudden 

increase of childcare throughout the school holidays.   

The provider interview findings mirror those stated from the one setting who opted out 

of the scheme, with concerns over the quality of care and financial status of the setting. 

Providers fear settings will be unable to continue providing this scheme long-term if the 
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government fails to re-think the government costs. Leitch (2018) proposes, over fifty-

thousand parents are expected to receive their 2018 summer term codes, and with little 

change in funding rates the government faces a challenge in ensuring the delivery of 

sufficient thirty-hour funded places. High quality settings provide trained and qualified 

practitioners to ensure learning and resources support the needs of the children. Arthur 

et al. (2018:13) state ‘research found that children who attended an early childhood 

program with degree-qualified early childhood teachers are up to 40 per cent ahead of 

their peers’. Providers are facing a challenge recruiting qualified and degree-level 

practitioners due to low government costs and the low salary they are forced to offer 

due to financial restrictions. The EYFS (2017a) clearly highlights, that at least half of the 

staff within the setting must hold the minimum of a level two early years qualification. 

Within personal practice this has become difficult, with low salaries and an increase of 

children accessing settings has seen providers recruiting more practitioners to comply 

with government child:staff ratios. Recruiting inexperienced and non-qualified 

practitioners can negatively impact the outcomes for children, consequently this may 

lead to an inadequate rating from OFSTED (Office for Standards in Education, Children’s 

Services and Skills). Donovan (2018) inferred, early years settings are relying on unpaid 

volunteers due to financial problems and young people are reluctant to pursue their 

childcare qualifications due to the lack of financial reward the early years sector 

provides.  

The NDNA (2017a, 2017b) revealed that over half of providers interviewed are providing 

limited thirty-hour funding spaces, however, within this study the findings contrast this 

research, with only one provider providing limited spaces. Nevertheless, this setting is a 

registered childminder, therefore the limited spaces is due to ratios, as opposed to the 

government funding scheme. In regards to providing spaces for children accessing 
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funded hours, there is evidence suggesting funded only providers will become socially 

segregated from those providing childcare to paying families (Stewart et al., 2015). The 

results identified two providers within the study provide funded only sessions, term-time 

only, therefore these providers are unable to stretch the funding due to being closed 

within the school holidays. Consequently, research suggests working parents accessing 

the thirty-hour funding will benefit significantly when the funding is stretched over the 

year (Preschool Alliance, 2017c). Due to working parents being entitled to the thirty-

hour scheme, it is more likely these parents will require childcare all year, unless their 

job is only term-time. Therefore, providers providing all year care will see an increase in 

their occupancy due to term-time providers not being able to provide the care the 

parent requires. This may see a segregation between the social classes, with non-

working families accessing funded only providers and working parents opting for all year 

round childcare.  

Although, significant benefits to parents have been revealed, the process of applying for 

the scheme has been identified as the main weakness of the scheme. Morgan (2017) 

revealed thousands of families have experienced technical difficulties during the thirty-

hour funding application. Nevertheless, the government says this is only two percent of 

parents applying, thus, the other ninety-eight percent has not encountered problems 

(Richardson, 2018). In order to become eligible and for providers to accept the child’s 

thirty-hour funding place, parents must provide the eligibility code to the setting. 

Therefore, encountering problems and not receiving the code within the time scale in 

place, will jeopardise the parent’s opportunity to access the government scheme and 

parents can lose a significant amount of money or even lose their child’s place.  
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Conclusion   

To conclude, the aim of this research project was to examine the impact of the 

government thirty-hour funding on parents and providers, through detailed analysis of 

both parental and provider questionnaires and interviews. The objective was to 

determine whether the funding scheme has been effectively introduced and 

implemented, therefore highlighting whether the aims of the scheme have been 

successfully achieved. This is a small-scale study based on a selected sample of 

providers and parents within the local area, therefore, cannot generalise the impact of 

the scheme across other areas within England. Nevertheless, the findings correspond 

with research on the effectiveness of the thirty-hour funding scheme and has highlighted 

many barriers and limitations. Murray (2017) highlights there are numerous limitations 

and weaknesses within the thirty-hour funding scheme which will have negative effects 

on both parents and providers.   

Government funding schemes within England help support parents finding quality 

childcare places for their child. Inevitably, funding supports parents financially due to 

covering all or part of the costs. Therefore, providing more money to spend on activities 

and trips to support children’s learning. With parents accessing early years settings, this 

undoubtedly supports the child’s development (Neaum, 2015), along with parents finding 

work.  

One of the distinct findings from this project was how the funding scheme positively 

supports working parents financially, however, providers are facing challenges and raise 

concerns for their setting in the long-term. Ferguson (2017a) revealed many providers 

are opting out of the scheme and fear there will be devastating effects on settings. 

Nonetheless, one of the key aims of the government scheme was to support parents back 
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into work or working for longer hours, as opposed to solely covering parent’s costs of 

childcare. This was evident within the study with only a small minority of parents 

increasing their working hours due to the scheme. Parent’s views on the funding scheme 

were positive, however, a key barrier was the application process. A high percentage of 

parents encountered difficulties due to the website experiencing technical issues. All 

parents successfully confirmed their eligibility, however, research suggest many parents 

across England have experienced the same problems and this can lead to parents being 

unable to retrieve their eligibility code. When parents receive the code the provider will 

use the government’s eligibility checking system to check the validity of the code 

(Preschool Alliance, 2017c). Nevertheless, if parents fail to retrieve the code or confirm 

eligibility this could lead to the child losing their place and parents losing a significant 

amount of money towards childcare costs. 

The government scheme allows parents to access providers for one thousand one 

hundred and forty hours per annum, and can be stretched over the year at the 

provider’s discretion. Providers have no obligation to provide stretched funding, 

therefore parents may have to find alternate childcare if this is desired (BBC News, 

2018). Research suggests many settings provide limited funding places, however, this 

was not evident within the study. The results indicated only two providers implement 

the funding term-time only, nevertheless, these providers are closed during the school 

holidays.   

There were a significant amount of limitations for providers offering the funding 

scheme, with the main element being the fear of having to close down due to financial 

issues. Although, the study revealed ninety percent of settings implement the funding 

scheme and closing down has not been identified, however, all nine providers fear this 

may become an option in the future and the scheme will impact upon providers long-
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term. Providers raise concerns over the government funding rate, claiming it is too low 

and does not cover the hourly rate of childcare (Richardson, 2016).  

In order to accurately assess the impact of the thirty-hour funding scheme, further 

research is required nationwide, analysing both provider and parents’ views. Due to the 

scheme being recently introduced, further studies at a later point would provide more 

reliable data on the benefits and limitations of the scheme. Nevertheless, by this time 

the scheme may have already produced devastating effects on providers.  
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Abstract 

This research study seeks to investigate the extent to which an alternative form of 

communication will effect a child with Down Syndrome and whether the introduction of 

this will impact the early years’ provision over all. The study will aim to examine the 

different forms of alternative communication systems and elect one to implement within 

practice to support this child’s ongoing learning and development. Specific focus will be 

addressed to the child’s speech, language and communicative developments, 

additionally highlighting social aspects, to provide an assessment on the effectiveness of 

the child’s ability to acquire knowledge and understanding of the new AAC system 

implementation. Additionally, practitioners’ working alongside the children within the 

setting recommended and participated in significant and specific Makaton training to 

widen their own knowledge and comprehension upon the AAC system, to enable 

effectual delivery when exercising the sign language system. 

Following this intervention for the Down Syndrome child, the Makaton sign language 

system, which identified as the most appropriate AAC system for this individual, 

subsequently effected the entirety of the base room this child was placed within. The 

research, implementations and results changed the focus of the study from supporting 

the individual child, which still went forward, to facilitating the setting as a whole in 

promoting the Makaton sign language system for all children. This unexpected turn of 

events within the research project highlighted new areas for development and therefore 

new recommendations and implementations were made to enhance the role of the AAC 

systems within the early years’ setting. Furthermore, the most extensive actions were 
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wide spread into the homes of the children which extended significantly further than 

originally anticipated, providing positive and beneficial results and outcomes, in 

addition to positive parental partnerships and prevailing possibilities for future practice 

and provision. 

Introduction 

This research project endeavours to establish the extent to which an AAC system can 

impact upon an individual child diagnosed with Down Syndrome. The research project 

aims to discover how such systems are able to aid those with special educational needs, 

focusing on Down Syndrome, while also exploring how it can promote the development 

of what is classed as a normative child. The overall objective is to analyse the influence 

of the AAC system Makaton, and the effectiveness of using this sign language system 

with children in the researchers’ early years’ setting, specifically for the purpose of the 

Down Syndrome child in aiding and facilitating his communicative abilities.  

The research to be assumed will assess current practice to establish the best ways to 

implement the signs and symbols which accompany the Makaton system, in addition to 

assessing the extent to which the new AAC system encourages the individual child with 

Down Syndrome to interact and communicate with those around him. Before the 

introduction of the Makaton communication system into personal early years’ practice, 

there were no previous communication system alternatives for children to use to 

communicate, other than verbally. This was one of the issues raised which prompted this 

research project to develop, in addition to the lack of an AAC system in place for the 

child with Down Syndrome who at one-and-a-half years of age, remained non-verbal and 

clearly required a different form of communicative method to enable his language and 

communication skills to progress. 
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Several arguments will be identified throughout the process of this research project. The 

interventions of the parents and the emphasis on parental partnerships is often referred 

to in much research and studies, therefore this is a key argument which will be 

ascertained, whereby in relation to Down Syndrome children the involvement of the 

parents could capitalize a remarkable difference within their development. The early 

participation of parents within their children’s lives, particularly those who have been 

diagnosed with Down Syndrome, has been highlighted as an imperative and key role in 

promoting language and communication opportunities at an earlier point for early 

interventions which could reveal significant differences (Oliver, 2012). 

Further arguments will be made incorporating the important role of the practitioners in 

the enhancing the child’s development when within the setting, to ensure the AAC 

system is actually benefitting the child. In addition to this, focus will be taken on the 

effectiveness of this Down Syndrome child being able to develop independence and the 

ability to have a direct input on his surroundings and environment, which is a primary 

aspect of this form of communication in opening future opportunities and advantages 

(Foreman and Crews, 1998).  

Children within early years’ settings require knowledge about special educational needs 

and disabilities, with the responsibility falling to early years’ practitioners to teach and 

support these children in developing and understanding diversity and inclusion, while 

helping children to create a discrimination free environment (Waller and Davis, 2014). 

The SENDA (Special Educational Needs and Disability Act) (2001) introduced legislation 

to stop discrimination against disabled individuals within the educational environment, 

requiring schools and early years’ settings to provide an effective learning environment 

for children who may be disabled (Brodie and Savage, 2015), this is relative within the 

current early years’ setting and will be considered throughout this study. 
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Furthermore, the research to be undertaken will include references to a multitude of 

research, studies and perspectives to provide justifications and reinforce the main 

points of the arguments made throughout the course of the project. Furthermore, 

specific considerations will be made to ensure confidentiality and anonymity is achieved 

for all parties involved within the research project, as well as ethical considerations and 

inclusive practice promotion for all the children and parents (Roberts-Holmes, 2014). 

Literature Review  

This literature review aims to consider the vast amount of research and findings on using 

alternative methods of communication within the early years’ environment, in addition 

to the literature around communication and language development in Down Syndrome 

children. Moreover, this literature review will endeavour to critically analyse and 

evaluate the evidence found and the theories linked to the findings on the effectiveness 

of enhancing children’s communication and language skills through alternative 

communication systems.   

Copious literature and research has highlighted the necessity for alternative 

communication methods (Light, 1989; Light and Drager, 2007) in providing children, 

including children with Down Syndrome (Weitz et al., 1999; Clibbens, 2001) the ability 

to communicate on a level which is appropriate and manageable to them. There is 

limited research on the negative effects of alternative communication systems, and 

while some studies do stress this (Bailey et al, 2006; Parsons and Wills, 1992), there are 

increasingly more studies and research advocating the encouragement of these systems, 

specifically sign language systems, in facilitating children’s communication skills 

(Dressler et al., 2016), which will be the primary focus for this literature review. 
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The ability to develop language and grammatical ruling, including language 

comprehension, speaking and signing, has been regarded as an innate system within the 

human brain (Chomsky, 2002; Sakai, 2005), enabling these primary language dexterities 

to be acquired within the first years of life. Therefore, regardless of the primary 

language children will learn when they are born, such as English, French or even sign 

language, the competence to learn the grammatical rules is the same, as each language 

shares these common grammatical principles (Croft, 1990; Chomsky, 1986; Stromswold, 

2000).  

As Light (1997) states, within the early years of life the majority of children are able to 

develop language, communication and speech abilities which enable them to 

successfully communicate their needs and desires, improve their cognitive proficiencies 

and interact with others around them in a social manner, which therefore promotes 

their language and communitive skills further. However, not all children are able to 

acquire these skills and abilities relating to speech, language and communication 

development as straightforwardly. A number of children are born with various 

impairments, disabilities or special educational needs, including Multiple Sclerosis, 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Autism and a multitude more, which 

resultantly has a direct effect on their physical, cognitive and language abilities (Paul, 

1997). Nevertheless, these children still have the potential to learn the grammatical 

principles and language dexterities as part of the innate system within the brain, 

however may develop these through forms of gestures and signs rather than verbal 

communication.  

As Paul (1997) asserts, since some children with these additional needs are unable to 

effectively communicate using speech and verbalisation, alternative methods of 

communication are necessary in providing them with the tools to converse and engage 
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with others. In order to provide a comprehensive and inclusive practice and life for 

them, Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) systems must be stipulated 

for these children to access, while specifically designed and arranged to meet the 

individual needs and requirements of each child (Blackstone et al., 2007). 

Powell and Clibbens (1994) maintain that using signing, including Makaton, with children 

who have special educational needs such a Down Syndrome, will present these children 

with benefits of developing communicative competence and opportunities to become 

inclusive within speech, language and communication with others.  

From an ethical perspective, the world originally viewed children and adults with 

communication difficulties and special educational needs and disabilities as an 

inconvenience within society, however the modern view sees these people as deserving 

the right to be included within society through means of appropriate adaptations and 

modifications which they have the rights to access (Dressler et al., 2016). As similarly 

clarified within the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

(UNICEF, 1990), children have the right to non-discrimination whereby regardless of 

their gender, ethnicity, culture or whether they have a disability, it should be ensured 

that they are treated equally and fairly and provided with equal opportunities as all 

other children.  

Grove and Walker (1990) contend that the primary ambition of language acquisition 

systems, specifically sign language, is to ultimately provide children with the ability to 

engage in basic communication and conversation, which whether followed by the ability 

to develop comprehensive language or not, will nevertheless provide these children with 

the tools to communicate their needs and wants and therefore establish a better quality 

of life overall. This basic tool enables children to take more control of their lives and 

gain independence through simple techniques, while empowering them to become their 
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own persons and develop a life for themselves, adhering to the UNCRC (1990) and basic 

human rights.  

Presenting children with these AAC systems, particularly sign language, facilitates 

children with opportunities to become part of the community linked to their form of 

communication and language. Children will primarily learn initial sign language skills 

through interactions with individuals who are already adept in this form of language 

communication, often their parents, carers or teachers and will through this learn how 

to use it appropriately and the values and ideologies behind it (Duff, 2010). However, 

language socialization studies have identified that when learning a language, individuals 

additionally gain knowledge and understanding of the communities, principles and 

cultural knowledge surrounding their language, in addition to other members within 

their community (Halliday, 2003), in this case, others who also use sign language as a 

primary form of communication. This aspect of language socialization would be 

particularly beneficial for children as they can feel integrated within a community which 

directly relates to them and provides them with support to engage in more social 

interactions with others using sign language.  

However, despite the vast amount of research advocating the introduction and 

adherence of AAC systems for children with language delays or limited verbalisations, 

there are also studies which have identified challenges in providing augmentative 

communication systems (Parsons and Wills, 1992; Berry, 1987), particularly relating to 

parental consent to initiate the use of these systems with their children to address their 

current inability to communicate. Within their study, Parsons and Wills (1992) highlight 

that parents’ concerns about augmentative communication systems stem from the 

discrepancies that their children should learn sign language, as it may distract them 

from learning verbal language; it may pressure the parents and families into becoming 
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aware of and learning sign language and additionally has the potential to prevent 

children from learning verbal language at all and instead hold reliance on sign language 

for the remainder of their lives. The opinions and beliefs of these children’s parents will 

have a direct impact on the children’s lives, as their primary carers ultimately decide 

what they deem to be the correct decision for their child at any time. Although, through 

contact with teachers, speech and language therapists and specialists, it would be 

anticipated that the parents’ philosophies would encourage proactive decisions to be 

made in the best interests of the child and their development. 

The concluding results of this study, however, did emphasise that after introducing AAC 

systems into their children’s lives, the parents identified significant developments of 

their children’s communication skills while deducing that without the AAC systems, the 

children would not have benefitted and would perhaps have suffered further due to the 

inability to communicate (Parsons and Wills, 1992). Trevarthen (2017) similarly upholds 

that in cases where children do not have AAC systems in place and therefore find 

themselves unable to communicate, feelings of emotional frustration are often displayed 

through physical actions, screaming or renouncing their efforts to communicate with 

others around them. This inability to communicate can be an extremely exasperating 

and challenging time for children with speech and language delays or no verbal 

language, therefore it is imperative that they are introduced to AAC systems in aiding 

their ability to communicate and furthermore reduce their frustration, anger and 

emotional state. This calmed emotional state and facilitation of communicative methods 

will furthermore enable children to participate in conversations and social interactions 

without hindrance or limitations. 

Moreover, the facilitation of these communicative systems will provide children with the 

foundations to not only develop language acquisition, but further develop their 
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socialization skills and community around them. Children who require AAC systems can 

benefit greatly from their parents and family around them acquiring the knowledge and 

understanding of these systems to enable positive communicative opportunities and 

conversations to occur, ultimately advancing and promoting the child’s social 

development (Mellon et al., 2015). Mellon et al. (2015) correspondingly highlight that 

children learning sign language, although primarily in contact with those teaching them 

to sign, should additionally be provided with opportunities to attend events or 

participate within the signing community to enable interactions with other individuals 

who also sign, in order to learn how to sign effectively within the community and not 

simply with their teacher or parent. This is equally required for children diagnosed with 

Down Syndrome, as the community around them will promote this socialization, 

individualism and place with society. 

A challenge identified by Bailey et al. (2006) in providing children with special 

educational needs and disabilities, including those with Down Syndrome, is the demand 

on early years’ and school educators to implement AAC systems into place for these 

children. Identifying that many teachers lack adequate knowledge, understanding and 

training opportunities for AAC systems which are to be emplaced into their classrooms or 

settings following a child’s assessment or diagnosis. Therefore, it should be emphasised 

that appropriate opportunities for training, incorporating effectual liaising with other 

professionals, is necessary before the introduction of AAC systems by teachers, 

educators or practitioners to ensure comprehensive understanding of said systems, 

which was later acknowledged within the study (Bailey et al., 2006). 

Within their study, Forman and Crews (1998) substantiated that the simultaneous use of 

sign, symbol and verbalisation, as used within the Makaton communication system, was 

an effective and successful way of teaching children with Down Syndrome, more so than 
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other AAC systems, including computerised pictographs. Additionally, Khan (2010) 

emphasises the importance of the Makaton signs and symbols for children with Down 

Syndrome, as it was discovered that this form of communication was the most 

favourable and efficient as a teaching strategy to enable these children to learn well 

within the educational environment. In contrast, Buckley and Bird (2001) argue that sign 

systems such as Makaton should be avoided with Down Syndrome children unless 

unequivocally necessary, while alternatively advocating that printed words should be 

provided and placed within the environment as these children can begin learning to read 

and recognise words from as early as two years of age.  

This is the primary argument that will be explored throughout this research project, to 

establish the significance of AAC systems within the life of a child with Down Syndrome, 

including the corollaries and repercussions upon the practitioners, parents and children 

involved, in aim of concluding the effectiveness, or ineffectiveness, of these 

communication systems. This literature review has stipulated views which both support 

and negate the use of certain AAC systems and highlighted both challenges and benefits 

of using the Makaton sign language communication system with Down Syndrome 

children. Therefore, this literature review endeavours to provide the foundations for this 

research project and offer evidence, methodologies and philosophies for incorporating 

effective AAC systems into the early years’ setting to enhance the overall provision of 

communication and language support.  

 

Methodology 

The rationale behind this research project stemmed from previously completing a 

communication, language and literacy module within this course, in which an individual 
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1-and-a-half--year-old child within the personal early years’ setting, who had been 

diagnosed with Down Syndrome and recently began attending the setting, suffered the 

ability to communicate verbally and therefore require an extensive form of 

communication. 

This child did not have any verbal language and primarily communicated through eye 

gazes and gestures, which practitioners working alongside this child highlighted as 

intermittent. Through liaising with practitioners, the child’s parents and the speech and 

language therapists, an alternative method of effective communication was addressed as 

necessary in encouraging the communication skills of this child. A meeting was held 

between these parties and a discussion took place to deduce the most effective form of 

communication system to implement. In relation to methodologies, the information and 

research taken place at this time was that of a qualitative method in order to 

incorporate the parents and professionals’ voice. At the end of this meeting, the 

Makaton sign language system was advocated as an effective form of alternative 

communication, with practitioners and parents therefore initiating this method with the 

child both within the setting and at home.  

Makaton communication involves using hand signs combined with picture symbols in 

replacement or alongside spoken language and verbalisation to communicate, so was 

therefore chosen for its beneficial qualities (Makaton, 2017). Learning Makaton signs can 

enable children to engage with others surrounding them; share their thoughts and ideas; 

participate in games or tasks; communicate their emotions and feelings and provides 

them with a common language (Walker, 1987). For the child within the setting with 

Down Syndrome, who will be referred to as H for the remainder of this research project, 

this communication system was of significant importance in enabling him to 
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communicate successfully and effectively for the first time with others in his 

surroundings.  

Sign language was a significant interest of many practitioners within the setting, with 

several enthusiastic to participate and learn more surrounding this alternative 

communication system. The practitioners working in close proximity to H advocated for 

the manager to provide them with opportunities to undertake appropriate training for 

the benefit of H’s learning and development. After deliberation, the manager permitted 

this idea and facilitated four early years’ practitioners within the setting to attend a 

pertinent Makaton training course to enable them to communicate more appropriately 

and accurately with the child.  

Prior to this, several considerations were made for choosing the appropriate 

practitioners to attend the training courses, as not all individuals may have the 

necessary skills and proficiencies required to assume the role both on and after the 

course. The early years’ practitioners participating in the courses required confidence 

and aptitude to convey their new knowledge and understanding around Makaton and 

feedback to those within the setting who may also require this knowledge for working 

alongside the children (Hallet, 2013). Additionally, those selected would require the 

time to participate in the training courses, as they occur during weekend days and are 

therefore out of standard working hours, which was stressed to those working alongside 

H, as these practitioners would benefit the most from the training. Which highlights the 

final point of ensuring that the practitioners appropriately demonstrate the signs and 

symbols within the setting which were learnt on the training, therefore promoting 

effective provision relating to communication and language development and AAC 

systems. 
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The Makaton training was beneficial for practitioners in acquiring the precise knowledge 

and specific techniques of signing various words and phrases to ensure accurate 

understanding for all practitioners in avoiding miscommunication when signing to 

children. Without this training, in-depth knowledge would not be attained and 

consequently practitioners would be susceptible to signing incorrectly, potentially 

confusing children in the event that different practitioners signed varying words in 

alternative ways to their colleagues. Walker and Armfield (1981) contend that the 

Makaton training sessions are consistently accurate across the country, and the world, 

meaning all persons using Makaton will learn the same signs and symbols as those in 

other areas; furthermore, it is taught through a structured teaching approach with 

support from a course leader to ensure all parties learn the correct form of Makaton. If 

practitioners or parents tried to self-teach themselves Makaton, they would be 

potentially vulnerable to demonstrate the incorrect signs to children around them, 

however the specified training enables all parties to sign to the children in exactly the 

same way for more clarified and well received understanding (Walker, 1987). 

This training enabled practitioners to develop their knowledge and understanding of 

Makaton through interacting and liaising with other professionals who shared vital 

information required for best practice, supporting Lave and Wenger’s communities of 

practice (1991). Furthermore, H’s parents were extremely eager to participate in 

promoting Makaton within H’s everyday life and so also undertook specific Makaton 

training courses to develop a more conceptual understanding of the techniques, signs 

and symbols in order to accurately incorporate them into H’s routines and activities. 

This has consequently promoted the interrelationship between the practitioners working 

alongside H within the setting and H’s parents, extending the community of practice 

unto the parents.  
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A parental partnership has been formed in which there is much liaising and 

communication pertaining to H’s development, the new signs he is learning and the next 

steps to be taken to promote his communication skills further. This positive partnership 

has provided the foundations for H’s speech, language and communication development 

which is necessary for any advancement to occur. Oliver (2012) furthermore states that 

early communication and language intervention, in addition to early parental 

participation, for children with Down Syndrome, is an important aspect of providing the 

best opportunities for the future of these children, whereby children can develop higher 

language abilities the earlier they begin working on these specific skills. Significantly 

linking to H as this early intervention and positive parental involvement will 

optimistically aid his development in the future.  

As a result of the parents becoming increasingly involved at home and within the 

setting, it was proposed that duplicated resources should be created for H to access 

within both environments for familiarity and consistency. The ideal outcome of this was 

for H to begin using the signs more confidently and frequently through similar exposure 

within all aspects and environments in his life. Numerous flash cards were produced 

which, when shown a picture, prompted H to demonstrate the sign for the given image. 

In addition to this, various signs and symbols were placed throughout the early years’ 

setting, specifically in areas in which H explored and spent the majority of his time, 

which enabled H to view these and consequently develop deeper understanding of their 

meaning and reference. 

An unexpected result of placing these signs and symbols around the early years’ setting, 

in addition to the practitioners frequently and rapidly demonstrating the Makaton sign 

language system, was that other children within the setting were becoming curious and 

inquisitive about the signs they were observing. Resultantly, these children also began 
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noticing and understanding the meanings behind the signs and used them as an 

additional form of communication within the setting. As practitioners began to recognise 

the increased number of children becoming interested in this new communication 

system, it was collectively decided to trial the Makaton sign language within circle time 

routines, to observe the effects and analyse the potential for future practice.  

The children within H’s base room ranged in age from 12 months to 24 months old, and 

as previously stated the initial observations, undertaken on seven girls and five boys, 

were completed within the first circle time sessions, focusing on children’s initial 

reactions and responses to adults demonstrating Makaton signing. It was observed that 

the children were striving to copy the adults signs and were essentially more focused 

during this session when they had the signs to focus on and mimic. Conejero and Rueda 

(2017) indicate that infants and toddlers, particularly within the first two years of life, 

possess limited verbalisation and motor skills and comprehension, therefore tend to 

engage in simpler activities which capture their attention and interests while at a level 

which is coherent to them, often activities which they have previously observed adults 

or other children complete. Consequently, providing evidence and reasoning as to their 

interests with the Makaton signs and imitating what they have observed practitioners 

perform. 

It was accordingly definitive from this point, that the Makaton sign language 

communication system was to be introduce to all children within this environment to 

establish an alternative form of communication for all children, based on their personal 

displays of interest. Following this, an amended plan of action for this research project 

was devised to ensure the correct time scale was adhered to for the future 

implementations and methodologies of effectual analysis and evaluations, which can be 

seen below in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. 

As already outlined within this section, the implementation of the Makaton AAC system 

was accomplished and the practitioners working with this system all assumed the correct 

and adept training to develop their knowledge, understanding and skills in relation to 

the new communication system. Furthermore, the process for the improvement of H’s 

overall communitive development were discussed and enacted and are therefore 

ongoing with the partnership now in place with H’s parents and the speech and language 

therapists. Moreover, consent forms were provided to the parents to gain permission to 

interact and observe the children within the setting environment and subsequently use 

the result within this research project. The extent of this research project was 

explained within the consent forms, with detailed information on what the observations 

will be used for and the intentions outlined, therefore meeting ethical and moral rights 

for both the children and the parents alike. The Human Rights Act (1998) Article 8 

asserts that all persons have the right to a private life and for this to be respected, in 

addition to Article 14 stating that individuals have the rights to protection from 

discrimination, which is adhered to in terms of this project as the appropriate actions 

have been taken to ensure confidentiality, non-discrimination and equality.  

When these forms were returned with granted permission, the initial observation of the 

children within the circle time routine was fulfilled and the results recorded. The 
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practitioners working alongside these children then began implementing specific signs 

into their daily practices to promote children’s understanding and ability to use the 

signs. The signs were primarily used to identify items or routines children needed or 

wanted including milk, water, food and sleep, but also subsequently extended to a 

variety of animals, the letters of the alphabet for children’s names and into songs sung 

with the children. As Makaton combines visual aids into the communication system, flash 

cards and symbols were additionally provided alongside the physical signs by adults, in 

order to extend understanding, comprehension and the beginning of verbalisation for 

children who were able. 

From that point, the project escalated at a fast rate, with signs and symbols becoming 

part of everyday practice and provision for both the practitioners, children and parents. 

Several of the children’s parents approached practitioners and enquired about the use of 

signs when it was first introduced, as they had recognised that their children were 

modelling these signs at home and using them within this environment therefore parents 

wanted to understand the process of the project more so. Many parents observed their 

children signing but did not have the understanding of Makaton sign language to know 

exactly what they were signing and so approached practitioners for advice and support 

in relation to this.  

This again, changed the course of the research project as a direct result of the parents’ 

inquiries and interests. At this point, upon liaising with other practitioners, it was 

decided that a questionnaire would be directed to the parents to develop a more 

widespread view on their opinions and desires for the future in relation to the Makaton 

sign language system and this research project. Johnson (2008) maintains that the data 

which is collected alongside outcomes and results of studies cannot help but influence 

the ongoing project at hand, therefore, it is acceptable to modify the focus of the study 
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or take it further, provided that suitable and acceptable reasoning’s existed behind this 

change. In relation to this current research project the subject and focus has not been 

changed, however, it has been extended from progressing one child’s communicative 

abilities and quality of life, to extending the general communication systems used by the 

children within the early years’ setting. 

In terms of research, there are many views on varying situations, not simply one. 

Different individuals may interpret situations and occurrences differently than other 

professionals in their field, perhaps due to the variance in knowledge or educational 

experiences. Within this project, a naturalistic paradigm is regarded more so than that 

of a positivist approach, the children within the project are viewed as active 

participants within their learning and development, with practitioners and the 

researcher enabling children to take the lead through their interests and curiosities 

(Lindsay, 2012). The methodologies within this research project have been somewhat 

varied, however using both qualitative and quantitative methods have subsequently 

been effective in providing a more accurate and positive summation of evidence and 

principles. Mertler (2008) similarly shares the viewpoint that using both methods of 

research can essentially postulate a more in-depth stance on the focused research.  

 

Quantitative methods within this research project can be highlighted within the 

observations implemented within the setting to divulge whether the children within the 

setting were interested in using the Makaton sign language system, with the outcome 

preference to be that they indeed were, in order for this project to be taken further. 

The outcomes of this were recorded within a table to show the number of children 

interested in the sign language system and how they reacted, to therefore decide 

whether to develop this system further for all children, or with H alone.  
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Alternatively, qualitative methods were similarly used to gain the viewpoints of the 

parents of children within the setting and their opinions on the new AAC system in 

place. The questionnaire was provided to the parents when the Makaton AAC system was 

emerging which posed open ended questions and refrained from using leading, 

hypothetical or biased questions which Wellington (2000) emphasises as an important 

aspect of formulating effective questionnaires. This questionnaire provided a positive 

set of results which then prompted the research project to be taken further and 

extended into the homes of the children. Furthermore, at the beginning of the original 

project the views of H’s parents and therapists were included to provide various 

perspectives and opinions on H’s needs and future requirements, which also provided a 

qualitative aspects of methodology.  

MacNaughton and Hughes (2008) advocate that the purpose of action research is about 

initiating and activating effective changes within the setting and to the everyday 

practice, as emphasised within their action research cycle, which has been achieved 

through the planning and implementation of this research project, as efficacious 

changes and developments have been made possible. Furthermore, Roberts-Holmes 

(2011) suggests that the research spiral is a beneficial model of research as it is not 

fixed and can be constantly changed and adapted which has occurred within this 

research project, more so than the linear process. The methodologies of this research 

study have been identified and discussed while highlighting the consequential and 

resultant practices which occurred, however more in-depth analysis of the result will be 

discussed within the following section. 
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Results and Analysis 

The previous sections of this research project have outlined the multitude of views on 

AAC systems, focusing primarily on the Makaton sign language system and the positive 

and negative effects it can have on children within the early years of life. Specifically 

highlighting the views on providing children who have been diagnosed with Down 

Syndrome the opportunities to access these AAC systems and the hypothesis behind this. 

Several interventions were then planned on the basis of this research and implemented 

into practice within the current early years’ setting to improve the provision offered to 

the children, including H.  

The first significant result of this research project occurred after the initial discussion 

with H’s parents and the speech and language therapists were clear and methodical and 

based on the unanimous view that effective interventions were required to support H’s 

speech, language and communicative abilities, both at home and within the early years’ 

setting. From this, the Makaton system was chosen out of the AAC systems, with some 

consideration for other forms of alternative communications, including the Picture 

Exchange Communication System (PECS), however concluding that the Makaton sign and 

symbol combination would be more beneficial than the card alone. Bunning (2007) 

likewise ascertain that although both Makaton and PECS convey good communication 

methods, PECS uses pictures alone, whereas Makaton combines signs and symbols which, 

for H, would be more beneficial in supporting him to communicate his needs with a 

system more adept to his understanding and ability. Makaton was therefore integrated 

into H’s everyday provision and both within the home and setting, and more so following 

the practitioners Makaton training courses. 
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From this essentially small change within the early years’ practice to provide enriched 

communication opportunities for one individual child, the subsequent results were 

outstanding and promoted more dexterous provision for all children in addition to H in 

the best possible way. This was an additional rationale and justification for this original 

project as the results and following changes to practice were prodigious and laid the 

foundations for augmenting the communication systems throughout the whole setting 

and into the children’s homes, which primarily informs the methodology for this 

research project.  

As H became progressively more exposed to and therefore more aware of the signs being 

demonstrated to him, he began to understand their meanings and started to show 

indications of attempting to create the signs himself too. In the same ways that children 

begin to babble in attempts to produce words, hand gesture communication similarly 

begins with rhythmic hand banging, clapping and smaller gestures when endeavouring to 

mimic signs (Ejiri and Masataka, 2001). Within her study, Masataka (2001) ascertained 

that children with special educational needs demonstrate these hand movements and 

gestures which correlates with the first signs of babbling in speaking children. Thus, the 

small movements and gestures that H is making can be linked to how speaking children 

would form and produce babble, evidencing that he is already developing well and will 

ideally mature these signs as he grows and develops. 

The second result from the project was enabling practitioners to engage in efficacious 

and specified training to ensure the correct sign language techniques and methods were 

made opportune for H while he was attending his sessions at the early years’ setting. 

Through this training, practitioners were able to communicate freely and at a level 

which was better understood and comprehended by H. Although H is not yet at the stage 

of development to be able to successfully mimic the signs he has been taught, this does 
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not inevitably mean that the signs he witnesses and the symbols he observes around the 

early years’ environment are not fully comprehended. As with speaking children, they 

are often able to understand the spoken language before they are at the stage of 

speaking and verbalising themselves. (Svalberg, 2007) Therefore, it should not be 

assumed that due to H’s inability to sign competently at this stage, that he is unable to 

understand and follow the signs displayed by other adults or children.  

It should be highlighted, however, that without these training opportunities, the 

practitioners would have no choice but to communicate with H verbally, which would 

not be adhering to best practice in the concerns of H’s overall development. Without 

this AAC in place, H’s other aspects of development would have the potential to delay 

also, specifically socially as there would be limited social interaction opportunities 

where H and a practitioner would be on the same level of understanding. Therefore, the 

simple fact that these early years’ practitioners were enabled to engage in this 

particular training opportunity has impacted hugely on H and the setting as a whole and 

had an immensely incredible result (Bailey et al., 2006). 

Furthermore, within the early years setting, the environment in which children learn is 

only as effective as the practitioners who facilitate it. Without the practitioners within 

the settings, the environment would lack efficacy to enable children to learn and grow 

to their fullest potential. Practitioners need to display good practice and provide 

children with stimulating learning opportunities and an environment in which they can 

explore and actively learn. Rose and Rodgers (2012) also claim that practitioners should 

consider a co-constructive approach, whereby practitioners and children share control of 

the environment and the learning which takes place within it, hence providing an 

enabling environment for learning. Children need these opportunities to explore and 

discover within the early years’ environment, allowing them to develop their thinking 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  146 

 
 

and feed their own learning, linking directly to the introduction of the Makaton system, 

as the children have begun showing an increased interest in the signs and symbols of the 

new AAC system, which will be further discussed throughout the research project.  

Which leads onto the third positive result of this research project, whereby as previously 

stated, the other children within H’s base rooms have observed the signs and the 

symbols placed within the environment and started to develop awareness to their 

meaning and purpose. One practitioners stated within an interview that one day she was 

sat next to a child and she saw him look up to the space where the water cups were 

stored, imitated the sign for water and then gave her eye contact, despite not 

previously being shown this specific sign. This was another contributing factor for 

formulating a new and updated plan, shown earlier within the project, to incorporate 

the Makaton signs, not only with H, but with all the children within the base room 

(Duranti et al., 2012). 

Following the initial observation of the children’s reactions, responses, attention and 

interests in the circle time when using the Makaton sign language communication 

system, a small meeting was held involving the practitioners with the 12-month – 24-

month old base room to establish the best articulated next steps to take. After an albeit 

short discussion, the practitioners universally decided that the best route to take given 

the reaction of the other children within the setting, was to introduce the Makaton 

system to the children, pending the questionnaires provided to the parents on their 

personal views relating to the AAC system.  

Out of the twelve sets of parents provided with the questionnaires, ten parents brought 

them back to the setting, with the results comprising varying comments and feedback, 

in addition to some expressions of enthusiasm and positive remarks toward the Makaton 

AAC system. When reviewing the answers within the questionnaire, it became clear and 
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obvious that the majority of parents within this base room advocated the 

implementation of the system. Due to the open ended questions to encourage freedom 

of expression on the parents’ behalf and to avoid bias answers, the results cannot be 

comprised into a chart. However, when asked the question: 

 Would you find signing with your child helpful and beneficial? 

 

Several responded that they would indeed benefit from this as many of the children at 

this age currently had limited communicative skills, especially verbalisation skills, which 

would otherwise deem the signs unnecessary (Bates and Dick, 2002). Two of the 

questionnaires advocated that their children were able to communicate well through 

verbalisations already at this stage so the need for the Makaton communication system 

would not provide a new means of communication as there was already a system in 

place. However, the remaining parents expressed an interest in the promotion of the 

alternative communication system. 

Another question within the questionnaire proposed to the parents was: 

 If provided by the setting, would you participate in several short classes to 

learn some Makaton signs that you could use at home with your child?  

The eight remaining parents whose children did not yet have verbalisation skills 

emphasised that given the opportunity, they would preferably engage in these sessions 

with the practitioners to learn more in-depth knowledge and understanding surround the 

AAC system. Furthermore, in the section on the questionnaire which enabled parents to 

add their own comments, three of the parents stated that they would particularly 

benefit from resources they could take home to keep there so they had resources on 

hand to use with their children, including flash cards, leaflets or pictures of the signs.  
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As a result of parents peaked interests, practitioners and the researcher collated the 

parents’ views and established another plan to enable parents to become deeper 

partners in the Makaton sign language system. From parents expressed views, ‘Sign of 

the Week’ boards have been enacted into to current practice, placed outside each base 

room door so that parents and families can see them every day. They display the names 

of the signs that the children have been learning within that week and the way and 

explanation of how to sign them, so the parents can show their children at home too. 

Additionally, as this base room has a newsletter which is distributed weekly to keep the 

parents updated with activities, themes and events that occur within their child’s room, 

the sign of the week and information on how to sign this has been incorporated onto the 

newsletter so parents have a copy at home. This would allow anyone who has access to 

the newsletter at home, including grandparents and siblings, an opportunity to teach the 

children the sign of the week and perhaps learn it themselves. Therefore, reinforcing 

the sign language in various parts of the child’s life and, as highlighted within 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979), enables the mesosystem around the 

children to work collaboratively to promote their learning, therefore allowing children 

to learn the signs more effectively.  

Discussion 

The research undertaken within this research study and the comprehensive results 

established from the interventions have made the promotion of provision within the 

setting extremely enhanced and increasingly more positive in terms of more active 

communication opportunities. H has particularly benefitted from the interventions and 

actions taken to provide inclusive practice and has developed significantly as a result of 

the AAC system.  
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If the practitioners and children around H were not aware and did not actively use the 

Makaton communication system, or a communication system other than spoken 

language, H would potentially experience negative effects on his holistic development. 

He would be unable to communicate effectively with peers and adults within his direct 

environment in the early years’ setting, which would be unbeneficial to his holistic 

development. Furthermore, H would be susceptible to developing feelings of isolation 

and loneliness due to his inability to communicate with others around him, which would 

be detrimental to his social and emotional development. Gal et al. (2010) assert that 

practitioners need to ensure that inclusion is provided to children with Down Syndrome 

to specifically avoid this isolation but rather adhere to their rights in promoting inclusive 

practices. 

Furthermore, if the practitioners refrained from teaching the other children in the 

setting this form of communication, these children would be unable to communicate 

with H, as he cannot communicate verbally, therefore leaving him feeling excluded and 

further isolated as he would be unable to communicate with his peers, especially as he 

gets older and transitions through the setting. The lack of social interactions with his 

peers would have a negative effect on his development, instead, practitioners within the 

setting should endeavour to promote social inclusion through educating other children 

(Alton, n.d.), which has been facilitated by providing children with this knowledge of 

Makaton.  

This is where the practitioners who have undertaken the valuable Makaton training will 

benefit as they already possess the specific knowledge and techniques required to 

ensure they are promoting the correct signs for the children within their care. Without 

having gained this knowledge the practitioners would be unable to provide these 

children with the appropriate knowledge and in-depth learning they experienced, 
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subsequently hindering their communicative development further, exhibiting the 

importance of undergoing effective and appropriate training before embarking to teach 

others (Walker and Armfield, 1981). 

Ensuring H has access to these enabling environment which advocates positive 

communication and language opportunities is a fundamental pedagogical approach 

within the setting. The implementation of these enabling environments into practice, as 

also stated by the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DfCSF) (2008), plays a 

key role in providing extensive provision and enhancing learning and development within 

children. 

The personal approach to practice has additionally changed as a result of introducing the 

Makaton sign language system. This system of communication is used frequently 

alongside verbal language and symbols to increase children’s understanding of the signs 

so they are able to eventually understand them without the verbal language or visual 

cues. This has strengthened the personal provision enacted into the setting as the 

awareness has led to more meaningful use of Makaton signs alongside every day routines 

and activities, both with H and with the other children in the setting.  

Furthermore, the completion of this research project has highlighted the potential for 

the communication system to be introduced further throughout the setting into the 

older rooms, therefore engaging the older children to be active participants in this form 

of AAC too. Due to personal knowledge being enhanced as a result of the training 

opportunities provided by the manager, sessions for the 2-3 years old room and pre-

school room could be run by the researcher to extend Makaton communication further 

throughout the setting. In this respect, when H eventually transitions throughout the 

setting into the older areas, there will already be effective signs and symbols in place 

for him to access. In addition to this, the new children and practitioners around him will 
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therefore have learnt and developed adequate knowledge about the Makaton system, 

making communication within these new rooms and these transitional periods more at 

ease for him.  

Ethically, establishing an increasingly effective and beneficial form of communication 

for H has allowed him to actively engage in communication with various adults he sees 

on a daily basis, therefore enabling his needs and desires to be met through a different 

form of communication and language. Furthermore, as previously highlighted, there 

were no other forms of communication systems in place for all early years’ children 

within this setting to access in order to communicate in a variety of ways, other than 

verbally. However, completing this Makaton communication training has led to the 

introduction of this to all the children within the setting, not only to H as a result of his 

Down Syndrome. The majority of young children hold the ability to develop 

communicative, language and speech proficiencies which effectively enable them to 

participate in simple forms of communication, aiding them to successfully communicate 

any needs and wants they might possess at any time, in addition to engaging in positive 

interactions with peers or adults within their surroundings, not necessarily using 

verbalisations (Light, 1997). Therefore, children’s ability to learn sign language will 

meritoriously facilitate their learning further into comprehensive acknowledgements of 

the signs and symbols from a young age. 

The Better Communication Research Programme (BCRP) (DfE, 2011) informed the 

introduction of several research reports and policies within the UK. This includes a 

research project published by the Department of Education (DfE) (2012) which 

emphasises the imperativeness of encouraging practitioners working alongside children 

with speech, language and communication needs to engage in specialist Makaton 

training, as it plays a crucial and key role in meeting the needs of children. They 
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additionally highlight that for children between the ages of 0-2 years, 82% of speech and 

language therapists use and recommend Makaton above other forms of alternative 

communication systems (DfE, 2012), providing supplementary evidence for selecting this 

communication system for H to access. 

This communication system allows all the children to access another form of 

communication and effective language skills. Through teaching them this system, they 

are enabled to communicate on a different level with the practitioners and other 

children around them, without the necessity to use verbal communication all of the 

time. Additionally, it benefits H as the children around him are learning new 

communication and language skills and will be able to communicate and converse with 

him through using Makaton sign language in place of verbal communication, which allows 

H to therefore be more ethically included within early years’ practice. Forman and 

Crews (1998) similarly contend that this practical form of communication benefits 

children with Down Syndrome as it provides them with the ability to directly input upon 

their immediate environment, therefore developing significant life opportunities and 

advantages, which would be unachievable without this system.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 

In conclusion, the overall aim of this research project was to advocate the best form of 

AAC and provide this to H in accordance with supporting his communicative, speech and 

language deficiencies as a result of his Down Syndrome. Additionally, the objective was 

to explore how Makaton can promote development and learning for the normative child 

and further analyse the influence of the Makaton sign language system, and the 

effectiveness of using this system, with children in the researchers’ early years’ setting, 

specifically for the purpose of H in aiding and facilitating his communicative abilities.  
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The results highlighted within the research project concur that although there were 

other forms of AAC systems available to access to introduce to H, Makaton’s combination 

of signs and symbols was the more appropriate and suitable choice for his development 

and current needs. The system has, however, been extremely successful as addressed 

within the findings and results of the research project, enabling H to actually 

communicate and develop his sign language skills enough to socialise with his peers and 

carers.  

Furthermore, the success of the Makaton system for the other children within this base 

room has been vastly extensive. The children effectively took the project down this path 

themselves through showing an initial interest and common awareness that the new 

system was in place for H. Through practitioner interventions and parental support, the 

efficacious communication system was developed throughout the whole base room, 

enabling all children to access the signs and symbols alongside adult interaction which 

positively promoted their speech, language and communication development.  

Moreover, the influx of parental interest of the overall communication system has 

developed practice to include more positive working parental partnerships with the 

practitioners, forming a constructive community of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991) 

between the children’s home environments and the early years’ setting. The 

recommendations for the future are to plan the parental training sessions, which were 

emphasised within the results and discussion of the project. This will enable parents to 

receive a more informed and professional understanding of the process of the Makaton 

sign language system. The training sessions will enable a higher involvement from 

parents into the Makaton sign language process, with practitioners providing information 

to the parents, enabling them to play a more active role in their children’s learning. 

Moreover, linking to Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (1978), 
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where in this situation the practitioners currently knowledgeable around this topic have 

provided information and understanding to the parents, therefore scaffolding their 

learning and comprehension in the best interests of the children (Drury et al., 2013).  

Within future practice within the current early years’ setting, the practitioners should 

endeavour to continue advocating the Makaton communication system and extend it 

further by incorporating the older aged children within the setting to involve themselves 

in signing. The song sheets and flash cards already available to the younger children 

could potentially be duplicated further and introduced to the older rooms. The majority 

of these older children will undoubtedly hold the understanding and comprehensive skills 

to take on this additional learning and signing through songs and flash cards and will 

provide them with an additional form of communication and alternative language. In 

anticipation of a similar pattern occurring within the older rooms whereby parents 

become interested and inquisitive about the AAC system, future plans could be readily 

developed. A similar questionnaire could be provided to the parents to gain their overall 

viewpoints on the Makaton system, in addition to developing resources they can access 

and utilise at home with their children for increased comprehension. 

To finally conclude, the overall impact of this Makaton communication system is vast 

and ongoing, having already provided substantial and valuable changes to the early 

years’ practice and provision within the researchers’ current setting. The interventions 

originally planned for H have been taken above and beyond the envisaged outcome and 

has provided H with an increased quality of life and a more equal place within the 

community and society. As Mittler (2000) contends, inclusion is not fitting the child into 

the setting, it is the act of making the setting more responsive to the child, which has 

been of primary importance and shown successful within personal early years’ provision 

and throughout this research project. 
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To What Extent Does Physical Activity Affect Behaviour And 
Concentration Of A Group Of Year 3 Children? 

Laura Godfrey, FD in Learning Support 
 
 

 

Introduction 
 
With the increased demands on schools to achieve results, pupils are under more 

pressure than ever (House of Commons, 2017). As a consequence of this drive for 

achieving results, schools often overlook important aspects such as physical activity 

(PA).  Government guidelines recommend children aged 5–18 take part in at least 60 

minutes of moderate to vigorous PA each day (DoH, 2011). Incorporating even a 

proportion of this amount into daily school life often proves difficult, yet there has been 

a growing trend for the afternoon breaks to be removed for many primary school 

children (Pellegrini & Bohn, 2005), further reducing the amount of PA children obtain.  

Within the school in which the researcher is employed as a learning support worker 

(LSW), staff were given the option of withdrawing afternoon breaks. Due to the demands 

placed upon both the staff and the children to fit a busy curriculum into the school day, 

many staff are forgoing this afternoon break in place of an academic lesson. During 

preliminary observations it has been noted by the researcher that children are often 

much less productive later in the afternoon, appearing to find concentrating more 

challenging, and displaying more disruptive, off-task behaviour.  This is a particular 

concern in light of research by Ofsted (2014), which describes how children are missing 

out on 38 days of teaching a year due to low level disruption in class.  

Furthermore, any disruptive behaviour may not only impact upon the specific child’s 

learning, but also that of the other children around them. Disruptive or off-task 

behaviour can be problematic for the LSW and make their job of supporting other 

children within the class very challenging. Disruption can also affect other pupils’ ability 
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to concentrate. Additionally, evidence suggests disruptive behaviour can negatively 

affect teacher’s wellbeing and cause them to become demotivated which is likely to 

impact upon the quality of their teaching (DfE, 2012). Although this research is not 

specific to LSWs, it is likely to be even more pertinent to them as they are usually the 

member of staff dealing directly with the disruptive pupils.  LSWs are often responsible 

for removing disruptive children from the classroom, which means they are then 

unavailable to support other pupils.  

Considering the negative impact that disruptive behaviour and a lack of concentration 

can have upon staff, and both the individual’s and the whole class’ learning, there is a 

compelling motive to investigate how these undesirable behaviours can be effectively 

managed. This lead the researcher to question if implementing a physical activity 

programme within their own school setting would help to improve the behaviour and 

concentration of children in a year 3 class. Although PA may not address the root cause 

of the behavioural or concentration issues, it would be beneficial to find out if it could 

be used as an intervention strategy to manage these behaviours.  

 

Literature Review 

The following literature review aims to analyse existing research in order to determine 

what research already exists within the area of this study and how this project can 

address any gaps in knowledge.  

Mental health and self esteem    

Under section 78 of the Education Act (2002), schools must have a curriculum which 

‘promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of pupils.’ 

Whilst the physical aspect is supported through the delivery of physical education (PE) 

lessons, and mental health is promoted through personal social health and economic 
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education (PSHE), the link between the two is rarely highlighted within schools. This is 

despite the UK Government acknowledging that physical activity can have a positive 

effect on mental health (DfE, 2013). Mental health problems often include defiant and 

anti- social behaviour along with hyperkinetic disorders (NICE, 2016). These are often 

the types of behavioural problems which cause difficulties within the classroom.  

The literature available examining the impact of PA on a child’s mental health is scarce 

compared to that examining the impact on adults’ mental health.  A meta-analysis by 

Ahn and Fedewa (2011) found that in both RCTs (randomised controlled trials) and non 

RCTs, exercise was shown to have a positive effect on children’s self-esteem and 

psychological wellbeing, although it is not evident under what conditions the exercise 

was carried out, or the methods used to collect the data.  The results of the RCTs 

included within this study identified that boys seem to gain greater psychological 

benefits from the exercise compared to girls.  

It is important to address ways of improving self-esteem as low self-esteem has been 

identified as a risk factor for behavioural problems (DfE, 2016). Research carried out by 

ATL (2013) found that 53% of teacher’s questioned believed low self-esteem was 

responsible for disruptive behaviour within the classroom. In light of this evidence it 

would be beneficial to attempt to identify ways to improve self-esteem within the 

researcher’s school setting, for example, through the implementation of a physical 

activity program.  

One such program, ‘The Daily Mile’ which has been implemented in over 2000 schools in 

the UK is an activity where children jog outside for around 15 minutes daily. It aims to 

improve the physical, social, emotional and mental wellbeing of children. The 

‘Coppermile’ research project (LPFF, 2016) found that over a 12-week period, results 

from children’s wellbeing questionnaires showed significant improvements in 
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participant’s self-esteem and emotional wellbeing.  

However, Nieman (2002) described how competitive PA can cause an increase in stress 

and anxiety, and activities which emphasise winning can have a negative impact on 

preferable behaviours such as cooperation and friendliness.  It has been suggested that 

the 'time out' that physical activity provides enhances mood rather than there being any 

physiological change (Nieman, 2002). It could therefore be questioned as to whether a 

period of relaxation also has the same positive effects.  

Concentration and Attention  

There is growing evidence that suggests acute bouts of physical activity can positively 

affect concentration in both children and adolescents. The ability to focus attention is 

an important factor in learning and predicts academic achievement (Schmidt et al., 

2015). It is therefore of great interest to educationalists to determine how children’s 

attention can be improved through everyday routines and practices.  

Chen et al. (2017) described how children are often expected to sit in classrooms for 

prolonged periods, and this sedentary behaviour can reduce a pupils’ concentration and 

task engagement. Children with ADHD are especially vulnerable to the effects of lengthy 

periods of concentration without a break (Ridgway et al., 2003). The demands of the 

school classroom are in stark contrast to the behaviour traits of those with ADHD who 

often find it very difficult to concentrate and sit still. Evidence suggests that PA may be 

even more beneficial for children with ADHD (Gapin et al., 2011). 

Caterino and Polak (1999) carried out a study of 177 children who were randomly 

assigned to either sit in a classroom or do 15-minutes low level aerobic PA before 

completing a test of concentration. Performance on a test showed improvements only 
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for children aged 9-10.  Whilst the research had the benefit of being carried out in a 

school setting, the implementation of the Woodcock Johnson test made it difficult to 

ascertain if the research was really measuring concentration or in fact cognition, as the 

Woodcock Johnson test provides information about achievement, intellectual 

functioning and oral language (Stein & Lukasik, 2009).  

One school of thought is that allowing breaks would help to balance the academic 

demands placed upon children (Ginsburg, 2007). However, this is conflicted with 

opinions that this time would be best utilised as academic time to allow students to 

work on improving their weaknesses. (Leonard, 2001)   Research by Janssen et al. (2014) 

showed that whilst any break from the classroom can help to improve concentration, a 

15-minute aerobic exercise break had the most positive impact on a pupils’ 

concentration. This is in contrast to popular opinion that children’s breaks should be 

unstructured, a belief which is supported by Pate et al. (1996) who described how it was 

more beneficial for children to participate in physical activity in unstructured 

environments.  

A study by Hill et al. (2010) found a positive correlation between PA and concentration. 

The study used a randomised crossover design. The advantages of which were; it 

eliminated selection bias, and each participant served as their own control, reducing 

any variability between participants which may have affected the outcomes of the 

research. However, with this design, it is possible that the order in which the PA is 

administered may affect the outcome. Whilst this research is of interest to this study as 

it examined the effects of acute aerobic PA on the concentration of children aged 8–11 

years over a 2-week period within a school setting, the way in which concentration was 

measured was not necessarily the most reliable. The study utilised a series of cognitive 

tests such as paced serial addition, size ordering, and digit-symbol encoding. These 
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tests, whilst providing quantifiable results, assumed that all 1224 children had the 

ability to competently complete them, which is not the case for all of the participants in 

this research project.  

Mahar et al. (2006) carried out a study which assessed the on-task behavior over a 12-

week period of two randomly selected classes to determine the impact of taking part in 

a session of PA described as ‘Energizers’. On-task behaviour was assessed before and 

immediately after taking part in the energizers by observing for 30 minutes during a 

normal academic lesson. Neither students nor teachers knew which students were being 

observed at a given time. Observations were recorded by circling the corresponding 

behaviour on a record sheet. Results showed that there was a significant increase in on-

task behaviour following the energizers. However, the children within this study were 

aged between 9-10, which as previous research has shown, appears to yield a benefit 

even when other age groups do not (Caterino & Polak,1999). It is therefore difficult to 

ascertain if it is the age of the children which allowed them to benefit from the PA.  

Research by Tine and Butler (2012) demonstrated that whilst there was an increased 

level of concentration following bouts of PA for children from both lower and higher 

income families, there was a significantly greater benefit to those from lower income 

households. However, this research was carried out on children aged 10-13. The 

experiment was only carried out over one session after 12 minutes of exercise which 

makes the reliability of the research questionable. Furthermore, the test of attention 

was carried out within 1 minute of the exercise so does not verify if the effects of the 

PA last beyond this timeframe.   

Schmidt et al. (2015) provided some interesting research showing that whilst there was 

no improvement in concentration immediately following a bout of PA, there were 

benefits noted when the children were tested 90 minutes later. This is in contrast to 
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other research which has shown there are immediate effects (Tine & Butler, 2012; 

Janssen, 2014; Raviv & Low, 1990). However, the activity session was 45 minutes long 

which would be unrealistic to incorporate frequently into a regular school timetable.  

Pirrie and Lodewyk (2012) also carried out research where children took part in 45 

minutes of PA with around 8 - 10 minute of that at very high intensity. The research 

involved 40 children in an elementary school in Canada, who following bouts of PA, were 

immediately tested using a cognitive assessment system. Results showed that although 

there were increases in their planning and processing abilities, there was no effect on 

attention or concentration. However, it could be that the duration and high intensity of 

the PA that caused this null effect.  

It is important that the factor of hydration is taken into account when conducting 

research relating to PA and concentration. It has been documented that PA puts children 

at risk of dehydration, especially high intensity or prolonged exercise. Dehydration has 

been linked to reduced concentration levels, anger and fatigue (D’Anci et al., 2006).  

Studies which show a negative correlation between PA and concentration and do not 

consider hydration as a control variable may be unreliable as dehydration may have an 

impact on the results of the research.  

As may be expected, Raviv and Low (1990) found that children’s levels of concentration 

were much lower in the afternoons, following a full day of academic lessons. The timing 

of the PA is inconsistent between various studies presenting differing results so it could 

be a possibility that the time of day the intervention is carried out has an effect on 

concentration levels.  

Behaviour 

Research relating to exercise and its effect on behaviour is scarce compared to that 

which is available on exercise and its impact on mental health and self-esteem. The 
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reasons for disruptive behaviour can be complex, therefore rather than attempting to 

identify the causes, it would be of interest to find out if exercise can help to improve 

the negative behaviour. It has been suggested that exercise is as effective as 

tranquilizers in reducing tension and its effects are said to last for 4 to 6 hours (Nieman, 

2002), however, this research was conducted using only adult participants.  

Allison et al. (1995) conducted a review of 16 group studies evaluating the effects of 

exercise in reducing disruptive behaviors. 12 of the studies produced positive results and 

4 produced negative results. However, much of the research was carried out with 

participants who had severe behavioral problems.  

Furthermore, research by Abd-Elfattah et al. (2015) concluded that fatigue related to 

the intensity and duration of physical activity has a negative effect on cognitive 

function.  Reduced cognitive function could in turn impact on behaviour as some 

children who find tasks too challenging often misbehave as way of avoiding it (Burnham, 

2007). It is therefore important to consider the duration and intensity of the exercise 

when examining the results of research in this field.  

Whilst there does appear to be some evidence to support the hypothesis that PA can 

help to improve concentration and behaviour, there are many variables within the 

current research. The type, duration and intensity of the exercise all seem to vary the 

outcomes. Furthermore, there does not appear to be an accepted measure of 

concentration and behaviour which makes it difficult to make comparisons between the 

research. Much of the existing research involves older children which means that it may 

not be generalisable to the age group with which the researcher is working. It therefore 

lead the researcher to examine if incorporating a short, moderate intensity exercise 

program which fitted in with the school day could improve the behaviour and 

concentration of children specifically within a year 3 class.  
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Statement of the Hypothesis 

It was hypothesised by the researcher that taking part in 15 minutes of physical activity 

would help to improve the behaviour and concentration of pupils within a year three 

class.  

Methodology 

Action research 

Action research was first developed by Lewin (1946) and is described as research which 

is spiral in nature and used for the purpose of informing and changing future practice. 

Educational action research was popularised by Stenhouse (1975), with the notion of the 

teacher-researcher. Action research is now often viewed as synonymous with 

practitioner research. Action research has been described as:   

the entire body of research in which the practitioner is engaged in collecting data or information for the 
purpose of solving a practical problem in an authentic setting. 
(Nolen & Vander Putten, 2007:406) 

 
It was therefore logical for this piece of research to take the form of an action research 

project as the researcher was looking for ways to improve practice within their own 

specific educational setting.  

Sample 

The sample consisted of 6 children; 3 boys and 3 girls, from a year 3 class. All of the 

children had been identified by the researcher and the class teacher as having behaviour 

and/or concentration problems. 1 child had suspected attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder (ADHD), although this was not formally diagnosed. The sample size was limited 

by a number of factors. Due to the behaviour of some of the children, the head teacher 

at the school was keen that only a small number of children were taken out of class by 

the researcher alone. As there was a timeframe of 6 weeks in which to carry out the 
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research, it would have been very hectic to involve several small groups of participants. 

Moreover, as a sole researcher, it would not have been possible to closely observe and 

record the behaviour of a larger group of participants.  

The main disadvantage of the small sample size is that it not possible to generalise 

findings to the wider population. However, it was specifically those children who had 

behaviour and/or concentration problems with which the research was concerned. 

Oppenheim (1992) described how it is not the sample size which matters but how 

accurate it is in terms of similarity to the target population (known as population 

validity). The research used a repeated measures design which means that there are 

multiple measurements for the same participants, who are used for both conditions 

(field, 2011). This meant that it was possible to carry the research with a smaller 

number of participants. Furthermore, as this design uses each participant as their own 

control, it reduces between-subject variability which could affect the outcomes. As the 

participants were not randomly selected, there could have been a risk of selection bias, 

however this is only usually a problem if both groups of participants were not the same 

to begin with (Institute for Work & Health, 2014), which is not the case with a repeated 

measures design. 

 

 

Questionnaires 

Questionnaires were used as a data collection method to gather information on those 

things which cannot be observed, such as attitudes and opinions. Data was collected 

from closed, multiple choice questions to be converted into numerical quantitative data 

(Appendices A, B and D). Whilst these closed questions can help to target the 

information provided and therefore improve validity, the fact that there is not an 
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opportunity to clarify information can mean there is a risk it may be interpreted 

incorrectly, therefore the questionnaires were kept simple with only 3 multiple choice 

answers. The questionnaires in this study were used to provide two types of information: 

behavioural data (e.g. actions, experiences) and attitudinal data (e.g. opinions and 

beliefs) (Dornyei, 2003). Written questionnaires, although take more time to prepare, 

can gather large amounts of data in a short period of time. The structured nature of 

questionnaires makes analysing the data more straightforward.  

Due to the risk of non-return of the questionnaires, these were administered within the 

school. Ideally, had the researcher had more time, the questionnaires would have been 

piloted with a sample group similar to the proposed participants. However, as the 

researcher was required to send the questionnaires to the ethics approval panel at short 

notice, this meant there was only time to pilot them with the class teacher who was not 

representative of the proposed sample group. However, a conscious effort was made to 

ensure that the questionnaires were short, easy to complete and used simple language 

which also reduced the risk of fatigue effect. Whilst the questionnaires remained 

confidential and participants were not identifiable to others, they were not anonymous. 

Anonymity would be very difficult for a participant researcher to maintain as it implies 

that even the researcher would not be able to tell which responses came from which 

participants (Sapsford & Abbot, 1996).  

 
Observations  
 
In order to improve validity, observations were also used as a method of collecting data. 

Using more than one method of data collection gives alternative views of the same 

phenomenon.  It also makes the findings more valid and reliable as they are able to be 

cross checked using the data from each method, known as triangulation, which ‘gives a 

more detailed and balanced picture of the situation’ (Altrichter at al., 2008:147).  
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Being a participant observer allowed the researcher to get up close to the children being 

observed in a naturalistic environment.  The risk with observation was that of reactivity, 

for example, the Hawthorne effect; where participants behave in a favorable way as 

they are aware they are being observed. As the researcher was part of the class, acting 

in their usual role of the LSW, this made it more natural so may have helped to reduce 

the risk of reactivity.   

Real-time event sampling was used to tally the frequency of predetermined behaviours 

using on observation schedule. Categories for which, were chosen based upon the 

specific problem behaviour the research seeks to address (Appendix C). This made it 

simpler for the researcher to record the behaviours, allowing more attention to be given 

to the actual observation of the behaviours. It also helped to reduce observer bias as 

there are specific behaviours which are recorded, giving less scope for interpretation 

and allowing the collection of data to be more objective.  

Interview 

Upon completion of the 6-week project, the class teacher was interviewed using a semi-

structured interview format. This method enables interviewees to “speak in their own 

voice and express their own thoughts and feelings” (Berg, 2007: 96). However, it is 

possible that the researcher could guide the interviewee in a certain direction. This 

disadvantage was minimised by the interviewer having an awareness of this effect and 

ensuring that the questions they asked were not leading. This method of data collection 

provided qualitative data which was ‘probably not accessible using techniques such as 

questionnaires and observations’ (Blaxter et al., 2006:172).  This allowed for greater 

depth and insight into the thoughts and feelings of the interviewee. It also had the 

benefit of the researcher being able to clarify any ambiguities as often different 

interviewers may interpret and transcribe interviews in different ways.  
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Procedure 

In mid-March, the children were briefed about what the research would entail, before 

completing a questionnaire (Appendix A) in order to determine the current activity 

levels of the group and their attitudes towards exercise. The researcher chose to carry 

out the exercise intervention on alternate weeks, totaling 9 PA intervention sessions 

over a period of 6 weeks.  Initially this was going to be alternate days but this was 

changed due to the risk of the carry over effect. The research was conducted on a 

Monday, Wednesday and Friday. Ideally this would have been every day but the 

constraints of the researcher also having to maintain their role of a LSW meant this was 

not possible.  

Following the review of the available literature, the researcher decided to use 15 

minutes of moderate intensity aerobic exercise as the intervention as this appeared to 

yield the most positive results. The exercise entailed jogging outside as a group around 

the school grounds, in a non-competitive environment, from 2.00pm to 2.15pm. This 

time was chosen as the children had previously completed an hour of academic lessons. 

Throughout the activity, children were permitted to carry a water bottle from which 

they could drink as required. This was to minimise the risk of dehydration which could 

possibly be an uncontrolled variable in the research.  Once children returned to lesson 

at 2.20pm they were then observed by the researcher. The children usually sit around 

the same table next to the teacher which made it possible for the researcher to observe 

them all. The children were observed for one-hour post exercise to account for the 

effects of the initial adrenaline surge. At 3.20pm children completed the post lesson 

questionnaire (Appendix B) to determine their opinions of their behaviour and 

concentration.  
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On the alternate week, the children did not take part in the exercise intervention 

session and instead continued with their normal academic lesson. Again, they were 

observed between 2.20 – 3.20pm on a Monday, Wednesday and Friday, when they then 

completed the post lesson questionnaire. At the end of the 6-week period the children 

again completed the initial questionnaire (Appendix A) along with a final evaluation 

questionnaire (Appendix D). At the end of the research project, the researcher 

conducted an interview with the class teacher to discover their thoughts and opinions of 

the exercise intervention (Appendix E). 

Ethical Considerations 
 

Before commencing the research, ethics approval was sought from the university 

(Appendix F). Informed consent was then gained from the parents of all participants 

involved in the research (Appendix G). Participants were briefed about the research 

prior to its commencement and reminded of their right to withdraw at any time. Both 

the parents and participants were made aware that all of the data used, including the 

identity of the participants would remain confidential and processed in accordance with 

the Data Protection Act (1998). The researcher was familiar with the BERA (2011) 

research guidelines so ensured that the project was carried out within their parameters. 

Furthermore, as the research was carried out within a school setting, the researcher was 

mindful in adhering to all of the school policies, with special attention paid to the 

health and safety policy due to the physical nature of the research.  

 

Validity and Reliability 

In addition to the factors affecting validity already mentioned in this report, this section 

will discuss other threats to the validity of the research. Kelley (1927) described how a 

test is valid if it measures what it claims to measure.  A particular concern when 
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working with a sample group involving children in the maturation threat. Young children 

may be more vulnerable to short term maturation effects such as hunger, thirst and 

tiredness. D’Anci et al. (2006) described how if children are allowed to drink according 

to their perceived thirst during exercise, they may not be sufficiently hydrated which 

could affect the validity of the results. Therefore, the researcher ensured that the 

participants had a drink of water before, during and after the exercise. In order to 

reduce the threat that fatigue may pose to the research, the children only exercised 3 

times a week.  

Another threat to the validity which is of significance due to the repeated measures 

design of the research, was the risk of multiple treatment interference. As the same 

participants were used there was a risk of a carry-over effect between the exercise and 

non-exercise treatments. However, this risk was minimised by the use of a ‘washout 

period’ where the children did not do the exercise for a full week.  The advantage of 

the repeated measures design is that of consistency, the same research processes are 

administered exactly the same to the same participants, helping to improve the 

reliability of the research.   

‘member-checking’ was used following the interview. The notes from the interview 

process were presented to the teacher to verify the content, allowing the researcher to 

validate the accuracy of their recordings. This enabled the interviewee to correct errors 

and challenge what may be perceived as wrong interpretations. However, member-

checking can lead to confusion as participants may change their mind about an issue, 

therefore nothing was added in to the notes other than any points to clarify what was 

already recorded.  

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Accuracy


Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  175 

 
 

Results  

Quantitative data gathered from the questionnaires in Appendices A and B was entered 

into Excel wherein the researcher then converted this into bar graphs. The researcher 

chose to present the information in the form of bar graphs as they allow for direct 

comparisons between categories.  

Appendix A questionnaire 

 
 
            Figure 1.0                                                                Figure 1.1 
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Appendix B questionnaire 
 
 

 Figure 2.0 
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 Figure 2.2

 Figure 2.3 
 
 
Appendix C observation checklists 
 
Results from the observation checklist were chosen to be presented in a cluster bar graph. 

This enabled the researcher to summarise a large amount of data easily and to compare 

trends over a six-week period.  
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Figure 3.0 

 
 
 
Appendix D questionnaire 
 
Pie charts were chosen to display the results of the final questionnaire, because as this 

was only administered once, no direct comparison between results was needed.  
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Figure 4.2 
 
Figure 5.0 

 
Appendix E interview 

 
At the end of the 6-week project, the class teacher was interviewed to capture her 

views on the effectiveness of the exercise intervention. An informal semi-structured 

interview was used (Appendix E) and notes were recorded by the researcher who made 

every effort to remain as subjective as possible. Although loosely structured interviews 

can provide an abundance of in depth data, it can be challenging to analyse this. 

Therefore, the researcher chose to identify general themes from the interview data to 

present as the following written summary: 

The teacher felt that following the exercise the children seemed more attentive to what 

was being taught. However, this effect did not appear to last beyond the initial lesson. 

The teacher reported that over the six-week project there was a reduction in low level 

disruptive behaviour such as fidgeting with items on the table, tapping and ‘making silly 

noises’ and that most of the children were able to seek attention in more appropriate 

ways such as raising their hands.  

Q3. What did you like best 
about the exercise?

Getting some fresh air

Running with my friends

It made me feel good

I did not like anything about it
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However, it did not seem to benefit one particular child who frequently makes humming 

and squeaking noises. The teacher reported that she felt the children were happier and 

more enthusiastic following the exercise session and were better at working 

collaboratively with less arguing and were more likely to complete set tasks. However, 

this increased enthusiasm meant that some of the children rushed through their work, 

making avoidable mistakes and displayed poor presentation.  

Discussion of results 

The majority of children said that they enjoyed exercise more following the six-week 

research period (figure 1.0). This is consistent with previous research which suggests 

that those with high levels of regular physical activity also have higher levels of positive 

emotions such as interest, enjoyment, excitement and enthusiasm (Pasco et al., 2011). 

It is possible that these positive emotions could help to increase the self-esteem of the 

children which is an important factor, as research has shown that those with high self-

esteem tend to have high life satisfaction, resilience and greater achievement in 

education and work (Mental Health Foundation, 2013). However, for one child the 

intervention often caused distress. Although it was meant as non-competitive activity, 

this particular child became very angry and upset if he felt that he did not win.  

More children also said that they chose to exercise after completing the project (figure 

1.1), which is reassuring should the school setting decide to implement the physical 

activity on a regular basis.  Children showed a tendency to prefer outdoor activity by the 

end of the project (figure 1.2), although perhaps if the PA intervention was carried out 

indoors, the results would reflect a preference for indoor activity. However, a previous 

review of research did find that exercising in natural environments was associated with 

greater feelings of revitalisation compared to exercising indoors (Thompson Coon et al., 
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2011). When combined, these research results do suggest there may be a benefit to 

outdoor activity.  

Figures 2.0, 2.1 and 2.2 show that ‘very easy’ was always the most popular response. 

Bjorklund and Green (1992) proposed that children’s cognitive immaturity causes them 

to have unrealistic optimism and evaluation of their own abilities. Perhaps the wording 

of the questions using the word ‘easy’ could have led the children towards choosing this 

as an answer. It may have been useful to ask similar questions but worded differently to 

ensure validity. This may also have helped to reduce practice effects which may have 

led to the children choosing the same answers each time. Additionally, there is a risk 

that participants may have provided deliberately misleading answers. For example, as a 

result of prestige bias (Boyd & Richerson, 1985), where participants answer in a certain 

way in order to present themselves in a good light. However, as there was a slight 

decrease in the number of children answering ‘very difficult’ on the exercise weeks, this 

does indicate the children found listening, sitting and concentrating less challenging on 

the weeks they completed the exercise.  

The results in figure 2.3 show that the children felt less tired after completing the 

exercise. This is encouraging as tiredness has been shown to negatively affect 

concentration (NHS, 2015).  These positive results suggest that the duration and 

intensity of the PA was not too challenging for the children, which is useful information 

to consider for any further research.  

The results showing that some children found it easier to listen to what the teacher was 

saying, and to follow instructions during exercise weeks (figures 2.0 & 2.1) are also 

reflected by the slight decrease in the number of incidences of daydreaming, and 

children not following instructions during observations (figure 3.0). This is also supported 

by the teacher’s views that the children appeared more attentive during exercise weeks 
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(figure 5.0) However, as noted during the interview, this effect did not last beyond the 

lesson.  Even though there was less daydreaming during the exercise weeks, children 

still needed lots of reminding to stay on task. This could be because chatting, which 

appears to be an issue throughout the six weeks, could have had a negative impact on 

concentration. Perhaps the feeling of a shared experience and increased social 

interaction within the small group of participants could have contributed to this chatting 

More children answered that they found it easy to sit still during the weeks they had 

completed the PA intervention (figure 2.2). Throughout the research period there was 

also a slight decrease in children being observed getting out of their seat. However, this 

was not consistent within exercise and non-exercise weeks (see figure 3.0), therefore, it 

is not possible to determine if the exercise did have an impact upon this aspect.  

There is a general trend of less negative talk, with less children refusing to complete the 

task throughout the six weeks (figure 3.0). This suggests a more positive attitude to 

their work which was also noted by the teacher during the interview. An overall positive 

outlook to physical activity also increased over the 6 weeks (figure 1.0), which is 

encouraging, especially as research such as that by Biddle (1999), described how 

children often have negative attitudes to exercise.  

Results from the observations show a slight decrease in calling out throughout the 

duration of the project (figure 3.0). This was also noted by the class teacher who 

described how by the end of the six weeks children were putting their hands up more to 

gain attention. These results support previous research by Allen (1980) which found that 

there was a reduction in behaviours such as shouting out and refusing to cooperate, 

when children had taken part in a 15-minute jog.  

The results show only a very small decrease in unwanted verbal and non-verbal noises 

(figure 3.0). However, as the results do not show individual children, it could have been 
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that the one child identified by the teacher, who continued to make noises, that 

impacted upon the overall results.  

Overall, the majority of children enjoyed the experience and wished they could do it 

regularly (figure 4.0 & 4.1) which is encouraging should the school decide to implement 

a regular PA program. In figure 4.2 all of the participants gave a positive response 

despite one pupil previously answering they did not like exercise and would chose to 

never do it.  

Conclusion  

The current study does provide some positive information on the benefit of PA on 

children’s behaviour and concentration. Overall, most of the children enjoyed the 

exercise, and analysis of the results showed that children did seem to find it easier to 

concentrate following the PA. The children appeared to have a more positive outlook by 

the end of the project which may have contributed to the reduction in negative 

behaviours such as; refusing to complete tasks and not following instructions. The 

incidences of calling out, which have been a particular concern within the setting, 

reduced somewhat. This suggests that PA could help to improve the atmosphere within 

the classroom and create an environment which is more conducive to learning.  

However, there are a number of limitations to this study which would need to be 

addressed before any definite conclusions can be drawn on effectiveness of PA in 

improving concentration and behaviour. One of the main disadvantages to the research 

project is the small number of participants. The small sample makes it difficult to know 

if these results are relatable to the whole class. However, the results may provide 

justification for the setting to permit the researcher to carry out the project on a larger 

scale. With a larger sample group, the behaviour of individual children would not have 
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had such an impact on the overall results and therefore provide a more accurate 

representation of the effectiveness of the intervention.  

The researcher chose not to analyse the results for individual children as it would not 

currently be practical to implement the intervention for individual children due to the 

time needed for the LSW to be out of class and therefore unavailable to support other 

children. However, the research could be expanded in the future, for example, to 

identify if PA intervention could be of particular benefit, if the child with suspected 

ADHD secured a 1:1 LSW.  

Another possible criticism is that having any break may provide benefits, however, 

children do have short breaks such as story time and assembly as part of their usual 

school day. This does suggest that the physical activity specifically had an impact. 

However, Future studies might include total relaxation as a control activity. Further 

research may also be needed to compare the benefits of structured and unstructured 

breaks. 

The fact that over 2000 schools in the UK now take part in the Daily Mile suggests there 

may be some prolonged benefit to exercising in the morning. However, the teacher who 

was interviewed did not seem to think the effects on concentration lasted beyond the 

initial lesson. As the children were only observed for one-hour post exercise, it was not 

possible to identify if the PA had any lasting effects. Further research would be needed 

to determine if the timing of the PA affected the results.  

 It could also be argued that other elements such as the novelty factor or the Hawthorne 

effect caused the changes in behaviour and levels of concentration. The novelty aspect 

and increased enthusiasm could be a contributing factor as to why the children rushed 

their work. It would therefore be necessary to continue the exercise as a routine activity 

to determine if, as the initial excitement wore off, the results stayed consistent.  
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There is also a possibility that that the children took part in exercise of which the 

researcher was unaware of. However, there is a trend between the on and off weeks 

which appears to be more than coincidental.  

Whilst the research did show some encouraging results to support the use of PA 

intervention in helping to improve the behaviour and concentration of a group of year 3 

children, there are many ways to expand the research. For example, further research 

may seek to discover if there is a difference in results between the sex, SES or the age 

group of the children taking part in the intervention.  

The research project overall showed positive results which may be of practical 

significance to the setting. If staff were to carry out the PA efficiently to minimise 

disruption, then the researcher would argue that the possible benefits to behaviour and 

concentration, coupled with the well documented physical benefits of regular PA would 

make it worthwhile to be implemented within the school setting.   
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TES  Times Educational Supplement  

T-LEVELS Technical qualifications to be phased in between 2019-2022 

QAR  Qualification Achievement Rates  

QIP  Quality Improvement Plan  

VLE  Virtual Learning Environment  

Introduction  

The main research question is “What is the impact on 16-18-year olds at East Riding 

College as a result of the introduction of the condition of funding”. The condition of 

funding was formally introduced in 2015/16 and it requires study programme learners to 

retake GCSE English and mathematics qualifications when they continue in post 16 

education, only those with a prior attainment GCSE level at grade D or 3 must retake one 

or both GCSEs. This specific cohort forms the critical target group for the action research, 

the questionnaire can be found in Appendix 1. The research will also consider sub-

questions relating to the impact on individual learner motivation and confidence to re-sit 

qualifications which the majority perceive they have ‘already failed’ having gained either 

a Grade D or 3, therefore not meeting the expected and acceptable minimum level of 

achievement at Grade C or 4 and above, this would exempt them from the condition of 

funding rules. 

As a post-16 further education provider of the Department for Education (DfE) 16-19 Study 

Programmes1, introduced in 2013, the specific area of interest chosen for this work is the 

English and mathematics prescribed element of the study programme. This is incorporated 

into the DfE design principles and includes a mandatory aspect for all learners who have 

not attained at the minimum GCSE level of Grade C or 4, on the new numerical system, 

see table 1 for comparison grading structure.  These two subjects fall under the auspices 

of a new ‘condition of funding’ that requires all 16-18 learners to retake GCSE English & 

maths qualifications. These skills are included in the Post-16 Skills Plan and support this 

overarching government aim, “Raising literacy and numeracy at all stages of education 

including post 16 remains an absolute priority” (DfE, 2016, p.29).  

 

Table 1; GCSE Grading Structure comparing legacy and new GCSEs (DfE, 2017) 

                                                           

 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  191 

 
 

 

Source DfE 2017 

 

 

 

English and mathematics currently form part of the commentary and judgements within 

annual college self- assessment report (SAR) and is graded under the category of 16-19 

Study Programmes, graded Good (2) using the Ofsted framework (2016).  Due to overall 

performance, English and maths are identified as one of three key areas for improvement 

for the college within the quality improvement plan (QIP), this remains the case since the 

introduction of the condition of funding in 2015/16.   The need for sustained and 

measurable improvement is predominantly down to learners’ achievement rates, however 

a deeper exploration into the reasons behind these results is also an area of personal 

interest whilst remaining a high-profile college priority.  This aspect is part of the job role 

of the researcher and therefore forms a close link to performance management, updating 

the QIP alongside internal and external evaluations (Ofsted2).  

                                                           
 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  192 

 
 

The hypothesis in real terms includes the speculation of an outcome where the problem, 

is essentially aligned to poor college results against very low national benchmarks, and 

that this may be difficult to solve as this is currently a funding restriction and is 

Government policy under the condition of funding. The education secretary announced 

last year that the compulsory element of GCSE would not be scrapped as anticipated by 

those in education although learners with a Grade 4 would not be included in the condition 

of funding for the next two years (Greening, 2017), suggesting they could be in the future.   

The action research may highlight some key areas where improvements can be made to 

benefit the learners and thus improve performance in the future.  

The post-16 learners are described in general terms in an article by the BBC as “pupils 

stuck in a cycle of resits”, current validated performance confirms an astounding, 77.3% 

do not attain a C when re-sitting post-16 (DfE, 2017), clearly not a positive or successful 

picture, the argument is also supported by an article in TES that stated, “retake after 

retake is not the answer” (Evans as cited by Belgutay, 2017).  This is conducive and clearly 

evidenced in the data analysis that follows to the perceptions and performance in the 

further education college in this study. The 16-18-year-old learners with prior attainment 

at lower grades (E-G/2-1) are required to take other qualifications including Functional 

Skills, although they do not appear to have parity to GCSE, those with a Grade D or 3 

remain in the condition of funding and cannot take Functional Skills as an alternative, 

previously denigrated and described by the author of the Wolf Report3 as “conceptually 

incoherent” (Wolf, 2011, p.170).  The learners on Apprenticeships, another government 

priority for growth, an extra 3 million Apprentices by 2020, are out of scope under the 

conditional rules and Functional Skills are the accepted qualifications within this 

programme for those commencing without GCSE C/4 or above.  This neoliberalist approach 

to policy appears to have one rule for one cohort of learners and different rules for 

another, one would assume that improving English and maths would require taking 

equivalent qualifications and overarching aim for all, obviously not.  

The 16-19 study programme at the college was graded Good, (Grade 2) by Ofsted in 2016, 

however this grade was limited by the average achievement outcomes in both GCSEs and 

Functional Skills in the subjects of English and mathematics, there was an 

acknowledgment from Ofsted of the improving trend. This comment was made within the 

published report, “Learners are making better progress in English and mathematics 
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discrete provision and outcomes are improving but are not yet good enough.” (Ofsted, 

2016, p. 6).  As a college, this finding was not a revelation, but consolidation of the known 

issue already identified in the QIP.   

On the same subject, the former Ofsted Chief Inspector, Sir Michael Wilshaw was quoted 

as saying “we cannot let FE off the hook over GCSE resits” in TES (2016) however this  is 

in conflict with The Wolf Report which stated “not all 16 year olds without A*- C are ready 

or suited to retaking GCSEs again” (Wolf, 2011, p.171) and this was supported by the 

Apprenticeship and Skills Minister “GCSEs are not always the best option for post-16 

learners” (Halfon, R, as cited by Gilmartin, 2016) referring then to the current reform of 

Functional Skills which may become an alternative in the future, I suspect this will if GCSE 

national performance does not improve over time.  

 

Local and national context  

  
The attainment of GCSE English and mathematics nationally and at the college needs to 

improve further particularly for the cohort of 16-18-year olds on Study Programmes where 

this is defined as essential component.  English and maths was described by Sezen (2017) 

at the AOC FE senior manager’s curriculum group as the “number 1 issue on the doorstep” 

for post 16 providers, the meeting went on to discuss how this was impacting on 

achievement rates, learners and staffing. On the final point related to staffing issues, 

research stated “under half of English or maths teachers in FE have an English or maths 

qualification above level 3” (Curee, 2014 as cited by Greatbatch & Tate, 2018, p. 36). 

This would suggest that less than half of the current staff resource may be qualified to 

teach above level 1 which would exclude GCSE provision, assuming teachers ideally should 

be qualified to at least one level above their designated groups. This is a serious resource 

issue impacting on most FE providers.  

To compound the resources issue, the very steep rise in post-16 learner numbers 

attempting GCSE qualifications is worthy of mention at this point, with a 39% increase in 

GCSE English and 30% increase in GCSE maths between 2012/13 & 2015/16, data can be 

found in table 2.  At the same time, ETF was reporting from research “the further 

education workforce has been declining for the last few years” (ETF, 2016, p. 8) with a 

fall of around 9% or 12,000 FTEs over the last 3 years. The real challenge this has presented 

to further education providers was attracting, recruiting and retaining good GCSE English 

and maths teachers in a climate where school terms and conditions are generally more 
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attractive to some. This is a most common conversation where strategies are shared in 

the FE digitial communities and face to face forums, the subjects of English and maths 

are raised each term at meetings chaired by the AOC as a round table discussion item, 

mostly around the resource challenges as opposed to successes.  

 

Table 2 Rise in post-16 learner numbers taking GCSE English & maths  

 

 

Source AOC 2017 

At a national level, in 2015/16, post-16 GCSE achievement rate benchmarks were 16% in 

English and 20% in maths (AOC, 2017) which have to be described as extremely low. The 

analysis of college GCSE results confirms the comparison in 2015/16 was 17% in English 

and 12% in mathematics, however both improved in 2016/17 to 22% in English and 34% in 

maths, notably whilst better, this is still low in percentage performance terms. GCSE 

mathematics improved more rapidly and significantly than English with a 22% increase in 

one year which raises an interesting theme, the research aims to differentiate between 

English and mathematics. A research report on post-16 maths found collaborative working 

between maths and subjects tutors to be effective, a concept the college has embraced 

and encouraged, but not this recommendation “incentives could be put in place…to ensure 

collaborative working” (ETF, 2014, p. 33). 

A typical entry profile for year 11 pupils enrolling at the college confirms a continuous 

trend that a very high proportion of learners do not already hold A-C or 9-5 in English and 

mathematics, 74% in 2017, 71% in 2016 and 84% in 2015.  This is higher than in similar 

further education colleges with only 55% of surveyed colleges claiming 21% or lower will 
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need to retake the GCSE qualifications (AOC, 2014).  External research found, GCSE English 

and maths prior attainment is lower at East Riding College than most local colleges, only 

Hull, Goole and Yorkshire Coast Colleges are lower (RCU, 2016). 

 

Literature Review  

Introduction 

This study reflected on the high-profile topic of post-16 English and maths and numerous 

articles with contrasting arguments in relation to this government policy which has 

impacted on all 16-19 study programme providers. The government commissioned 

research provided relevant findings with research reports from the Education and Training 

Foundation (ETF) and the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) as key 

selected and comparable texts. It also considered the methodologies used where this 

applied to research, the theoretical approach and presents a critique of the pertinent 

texts.   

The rationale supporting the research paradigm is the alignment to the key cross-college 

area for improvement and it is also intrinsic to the researcher’s role and responsibilities 

for 16-18-year olds and adults in the context of further education.  This reflects a stimuli 

and motivational factor as suggested by Mackenzie (2006) when discussing reasons and 

intent of the theory behind the chosen research and focus of the research question. The 

national and college performance adds another dimension and contributed to the study as 

providers try to maintain a workable balance between government policy, the impact on 

learners and most importantly their motivational factors for completing said 

qualifications.   

One example, on a national scale, was this headline in FE Week citing “Colleges lose £1.2 

million under controversional condition of funding rule” (Allen-Kinross, 2017) and in 

another edition it was reported that the DfE estimates colleges with financial warnings 

will nearly triple to 100 over the next 10 years (Camden, 2018), this would equate to 

around a third of collleges.  The loss of £1.2 million was in real terms supported by 97% 

compliance with the condition of funding in 2014/15 (BIS, 2015, p. 7) but with a 5% 

tolerance applied, clearly without the funding tolerance the losses would have been 

substantially greater with our own institution being very close to the 5% tolerance figure 

(approx.4%).  Another financial burden for larger providers has been the increased 

examination costs and the hiring of external venues to accommodate the high volumes 
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sitting GCSE exams, this was suggested that this applied to 1 in 5 colleges by the AOC 

(2017) and costs running into thousands in a climate where over half of FE Colleges are in 

financial deficit according to published accounts.  Whilst this debate should be about a 

review of the learner experience and the shared aim of improving performance, it is very 

difficult as a manager to overlook the serious financial implications.  

 
Engaging Learners in GCSE Mathematics and English  
 

This most relevant report (Robey C. J., 2015) by NIACE was commissioned and funded by 

the Education and Training Foundation (ETF) with a focus on engagement with GCSE 

mathematics and English and therfore has a close link to the topic for this research.  A 

range of providers were included in the research from FE Colleges to Charities and a Youth 

Offending Institute (YOI), the research was a small scale project over a  3 month period, 

typically described by Denscombe as a “pragmatic approach” (2014, p. 46).  The research 

sought from a qualitative perspective to understand directly from young people why they 

had not previously achieved good GCSEs in English and mathematics. The assumption made 

here is a ‘good’ GCSE falls into the A*- C category although this is not specifically 

mentioned in the report, however all those interviewed held either a GCSE D or E-U grade 

(p.12) and which was aimed at understanding the differences between these two 

particular cohorts. This is aligned to the condition of funding where the GCSE D/3 grade 

is the significant factor influencing the design of an individuals study programme and 

supports the research in this study. 

The thought of failure, mainly those with a GCSE D/3 or below,  is synonomous with the 

speech from HM Chief Inspector for Ofsted who said “teachers frequently tell my 

inspectors that learners come to programmes with a sense of failure from their time at 

school” (Spielman, 2017).  Earlier research by OECD concluded,  “individuals with lower 

proficiency in literacy are more likely than those with better literacy skills to report poor 

health and believe they have little impact on political processes” (Offord, 2015, p. 12), 

this suggested they may have lost their voice and the power to influence change,  their 

lack of comprehension and articulation is most likely to be a contributing factor. The 

specific cohort in this research are those deemed to have not reached the ‘gold standard’ 

of GCSE grade C/4 however ethically they were all given an opportunity to contribute to 

the study and support the moral commitment of the researcher, according to McNiff 
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(2004), researchers “choose which values they subscribe to” (p. 28), this aimed to support 

the learners and the college.  

Within the foreword of the ETF research, the Chief Executive of NIACE, David Hughes 

(2014) outlined the hypothesis in terms of a national proficiency problem and what needed 

to change as a result of the research, synchronous with the view of an experienced 

researcher and author, who simply suggested “research will either support the hypothesis 

or will not support it” (Bell, 2014, p.34).  In summary, the overall aim as a result of the 

ETF research was to “increase the number of young people gaining Level 2 mathematics 

and English” (Robey C. J., 2015, p. 8). However, what evolved was the aforementioned 

restrictive condition of funding by the following year which produced what can only be 

decribed as a poor national performance for post-16 GCSE results in English and maths.   

In essence, because 16-18 study programme learners are now obliged to, there was over 

time the emergence of the “serial retakers …and a qualification path that serves them ill 

post-16” (Draper, 2018) according to a passionate FE Head of English writing an article for 

TES in request of a ‘genuine’ alternative to GCSE, at least her expert experience is first 

hand and resonates with current experience at the college.  Whilst acknowledging the 

study programme does work for some, she describes a common thread of disenchantment 

alongside a lack of choice which she feels is the fatal flaw of the current provision, difficult 

not to support this point with the empirical evidence of low achievement supports this 

claim.  At the college, I recently consoled one distraught learner who has already sat GCSE 

maths four times including one attempt at school where the same grade D has been 

achieved each time, this learner received 1-1 tuition by the fourth attempt, she met the 

condition of funding but failed to improve her attained grade, she was not alone in this 

predicament, indeed in good company with the 77% who nationally also did not improve a 

grade, this is not a facious comment, this is a serious concern.  Perhaps this and research 

has led to the impetus behind the Functional Skills Reform Programme and this recent 

aptly named strategy “Making maths and English work for all” 4, this reform will focus on 

the need to improve practical maths and English skills when introduced in 2019, (ETF, 

2017) and with the noted intention of “improving the robustness and credibility of the 

qualifications” (Greatbatch & Tate, 2018, p. 36), in time, perhaps they will become a 

reasonable and recognised alternative to GCSE, this is a concept and review I would 

support. 
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Research methodology 

The methodology selected by ETF was a mixed method approach and involved a second 

tier of researchers by the inclusion of selected staff from three of the seven providers 

included in the report.  This involved practitioner research collecting qualitative and 

quantitative data from the learners within their own organisations. (Robey, 2014,  p. 11). 

The learner participants were rewarded for taking part in the research (p. 12) with a £10 

voucher, a coercive approach however there was training for the practitioners, clear 

guidance given and this was included in the report appendix. The appendix information 

also facilitated the sharing of this resource for other providers demonstrating confidence 

in this as a research tool for wider educational use.  

The individual interviews were recorded therefore ethics had to considered as well as the 

participants clearly understanding that “they are taking part in a formal piece of research” 

(Denscombe, 2014, p. 184),  what participants say is certainly an important data source.  

Interview guidance states interviewers must “give no hint of judgement, support or 

condemnation”  (Cohen, 2011, p.177).  This is most relevant to this research as in my 

experience, the selected Grade D/3 participants may have felt they were indeed chosen 

because they had been perceived to have ‘failed’ at GCSE and were being judged as such, 

this was not the intention, they were defined by the condition of funding. 

There are the risks to consider with mixed method research such as interviewees 

perceptions in relation to open questions and the collection of qualitative as opposed to 

quantitative data collection, a view shared and documented as “different recollections” 

(Gray, 2009, p. 215) of the same experience.  The ETF quantitative data related to 

collecting numerical information about the 48 participants, their backgrounds, gender (an 

equal number), prior attainment and current studies. It was suggested that 5-10 years is 

a “reasonable period of time to retain analysed evidence” (Creswell, 2011, p. 91), no 

doubt the new GDPR regulations will impact on data storage for future projects. 

 

Summary of the findings 

The ETF research clearly discovered the importance and relevance of a positive attitude 

towards English and mathematics and of how this tended to change more positively with 

maturity, a noted change post 16.  The reason cited behind this was “the realisation that 

mathematics and English skills and qualifications are both cruicial when progressing in 
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learning or work” (Robey C. J., 2015, p. 27).  This is synonomous with conversations that 

freqently take place with college learners who are for a number of reasons refusing to 

attend English and mathematics sessions and where this same ‘realisation’ and mature 

thinking has simply not yet occurred. Where this positive attitudinal change has occurred 

it has supported improved achievement however this is not happening on a national scale 

yet but it is showing some signs on GCSE maths in the College. This is detailed later and 

defines the corellation between attendance and achievement.  

The ETF report concluded with ten key simple and focussed messages for the sector, whilst 

these are helpful to education, they failed to assimilate the significant external pressures 

that the education sector faces.  For example, smaller class sizes were welcomed by the 

participants in post 16 education as they see this as potentially removing the barrier to 

learning, this was suggested as a reason for the aquired low grade, however the FE sector 

aims to do the opposite and maximise class sizes to overcome annual funding reductions.  

English and mathematics sessions are significantly larger (average 18) than most 

vocational groups at the college but are generally smaller than in school settings.  The 

research was looking inwards rather than at the national funding position yet at the same 

time the context was seeking to improve poor national performance which is “considered 

to be urgent and is a government imperative” (Robey C. J., 2015, p. 9), how many 

researchers need to reach the same conclusion before there is a change?   

In relation to logistics, an AOC survey of 125 post-16 providers found the biggest challenge 

was “timetabling (44%), followed by staffing for maths (30%) and English (9%) and 57% 

wanting the freedom to deliver any regulated qualification” (AOC., 2014, p. 7). This was 

a review of the early part of the 16-19 study programme, yet in four years, I would suggest 

that little has changed in terms of these findings in my current experience as these are 

real challeges in further education sector.  

Further and most recent DfE research5 has found that to improve learners confidence and 

engagement “the teaching of English and maths should be contextualised … linking the 

learning to specific vocations” (Greatbatch & Tate, 2018, p. 37), this ideal was further 

supported by Ofsted in the sharing of four good practice case studies and the conclusion 

that “English and maths are made so much more purposeful as they are related to our 

subjects” (2015, p. 8). My experience suggests this does without question improve 

stimulation and interest, this claim is well supported by learner voice and has been 
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observed,  but this does not always prepare learners well enough for exams, the 

achievement rates strongly evidence this statement.  For example, the hairdressing 

learners enjoy designing a salon in maths but go on to complain when this is not a feature 

of the exam.  This could lead onto to a pedagogical debate but that would require further 

and more detailed research. 

 

BIS Research Paper – Investigating the Benefits of English and Mathematics Provision 

for Adult Learners. 

The rationale for selecting this research report was this study was looking beyond the 16-

19 Study Programme, as those young people become adults, some are still seeking to 

improve their basic skills in English and maths, this is supported by national performance 

(OECD 2013 data).  In comparison to the earlier ETF paper, this research would be classed 

as a large-scale project with over 1000 partipants over a 3-4 month timescale, although 

according to Cohen (2011) “the sample size is a matter of judgement as well as 

mathematical precision” (p. 149). Again this was commissioned research, this time by the 

Government Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), it included the National 

Research and Development Centre (NRDC) at the Institutute for Education, University of 

London.  The well-known and prestigious collection of professional authors including the 

aforementioned Professor Alison Wolf steered my choice to review this empirical research 

paper.   The overall aim was “to explore the evidence on skills gain and employment and 

social outcomes amongst basic skills learners” (BIS, 2013, p. v). 

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) confirmed adults in 

England (2012) are ranked 17/24 and 12/24 respectively for numeracy and literacy 

compared to other countries6.  Hence this poor position being a government priority as 

this is documented as a fairly static position. By 2014, the coalition government approved 

under BIS a start up grant of £2.9 million to set up a world leading centre for adult literacy 

and numeracy research, the issue identified was “half of young people start adult life 

without achieving level 2 English and maths” (Hancock, 2014), this does strongly suggest 

the topical issue goes way beyond school and 16-18 education. The subject of English and 

maths is part of the Industrial Strategy7 and therefore those lacking literacy and numeracy 

may not contribute well to the agenda of growth and production, the report highlights 
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they are more likely to suffer from ill health and social exclusion. Within the same stratgey 

document, it was estimated that “half of 17 year olds in the UK will participate in Higher 

Education (HE) by the age of 30” (HM Government,  2014, p. 27), making the prior 

attainment of English and maths skills essential for progression to higher levels. 

There appeared to be a fundamental flaw in the early part of the BIS report as the survey 

was conducted over 11-18 weeks in duration and the summary confirmed at least a year 

would be needed to measure progress and skills gain.  This aligns to this comment 

“quantitative research …is often, falsey in our view presented or perceived as being about 

the gathering of facts” (Blaxter, 2006 , p. 64), an interesting comment.  The outcome of 

the tested hypothesis stated “the study did not find definitive evidence on the factors 

that lead to greater skills gain” (BIS, 2013, p. v).  

 

Research Methodology  

The BIS research applied the positivist paradigm as in nature it looks at causal comparative 

effects using qualitative data as suggested by Cohen et.al. (2011).  This required 

participants to take a literacy and numeracy skills assessment at two points and face to 

face interviews at home, this was done in two specific waves to collect evidence with the 

intention of finding out if participants skills could be measured over a short period.  This 

does dismiss my first thoughts around the flawed timescale however the conclusion 

remains that progress could not be measured in the set timescale, appears an obvious 

outcome to those interested in this aspect of education.  This study could be seen as 

challenging what the participants know and how they aquired the knowledge,  as described 

by one author as “challenging dominant epistomologies”  (McNiff, 2004, p. 19). This was 

testing existing data, in this instance mathematics and English skills, in order to generate 

new knowledge, this was to be used to inform the future of government direction on this 

topic which is reported to be of high priority due to the aforementioned poor national 

performance.  

 

Associated risks  

The risks to non-completion  and particpation was significantly higher in the larger BIS 

research project compared to the small-scale ETF research described earlier.  There are 

a number of factors to this, a higher number of participants,  46 in the ETF compared to 

a 1000 in the BIS study. The BIS partipants were not known to the fieldwork interviewers 
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therefore no sense of obligation and honesty, unlike in the first study where they were 

enrolled in the host organisations.  A critic of quantitative research does claim that this 

type of data collection can “disengage the researcher from the people and the field they 

are researching” (Gray, 2009, p. 165).  This presents another risk as two similar responses 

may have different meanings therefore the knowledge and view of the researcher may 

have indeed influenced the final response.  One well-known author referred to “the 

relationship between the assessor and testee exerts an influence on the assessment” 

(Cohen, 2011, p. 211).    

Another risk was scheduling the interviews which also comes at a cost to large-scale 

research.  This included making up to eight phone calls per person just to set up the initial 

time for an interview to take place (BIS, 2013, p. 5).   As this was a two wave process 

there was evidence to support that of those in wave 1, only 60% completed the second 

assessment in wave 2, despite 96% giving consent to completing the second phase, thus 

reducing the cohort and eliminating the opportunity to analyse the full results.  This 

related well to concerns surrounding validity and reliability of assessment and in particular 

“content validity, adequate and representative coverage of programme and test 

objectives” (Cohen, 2011, p. 213).  In the BIS research, there was no such relationship of 

trust and familiarity and my thoughts are this may have influenced the proportion who 

failed to sit the second assessment and in some cases refused to answer questions.  This 

could be overcome in the ETF report as the learners were known to the organisations and 

some may have exerted some form of loyalty to the organisation. 

 

Lessons learnt   

A useful part of the BIS report was the reference to lessons learnt as a result of conducting 

the research.  One such finding in relation to vulnerable learners was adapting “to a more 

tailored approach with Entry level8 learners” (BIS, 2013, p. 61) along with notifying 

providers that the research was taking place which is not usual practice with government 

surveys.  On reflection, both are obvious points to those with educational experience and 

could have been perceived beforehand. This was noted as important to this research 

however none of the participants would be at entry level. 
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Conclusion  

Where research is conducted there has to be consideration to validation also known as 

triangulation related to a quality assurance process.  According to Mertens (2012) this also  

“provides a justifcation for the use of mixed methods” (p. 75). Ultimately however, 

government commisioned research needs to instigate or inform change to improve the 

national proficiency problem. The Functional Skills Reform Programme is underway and 

revised Functional Skills are due out in 2019. This was a well made point by Professor 

Smith as part of his DfE commissioned review of mathematics “it is essential that the new 

qualifications, have a clear purpose and fit appropriately alongside others in the 16-18 

mathematics landscape – particularly in relation to GCSE mathematics” (2017, p.7)   

There are critics to the mixed methods approach including Denzin who suggests 

“quantitative methods dominate qualitative methods” as cited by Mertens  (2012, p.76 ). 

This domination makes absolute sense as for example, Ofsted make judgements about the 

quality and risk of providers based on annual statistical performance data which is 

published, this then informs the type of inspection and scheduling.  

It was not clear if there were strong assumptions supporting the research paradigm prior 

to the activities however thinking was orientated towards supporting the need to improve. 

This reflected the content of pragmatist research suggesting the problem is ‘centric’ to 

the study (Mertens D. , 2005). The ‘problem’ here is a national one of proficiency and 

poor national performance.  This impacts on society in many ways including socio-

economic, unemployment and those in education to cite a few factors.  To refer back to 

the theory of a hypothesis and making a change, this will only happen at Government 

level,  however listening to participants is an absolute imperative as they also have also 

the power to influence change particularly when they are part of government 

commissioned research.  

 

The Research project  

Introduction  

The main research question for this work is “What is the impact on 16-18-year olds at 

East Riding College as a result of the introduction of the condition of funding”. 
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The theme of research is summarised well as “a systematic investigation or inquiry 

whereby data are collected, analysed and interpreted in some way” (Mackenzie, 2006, p. 

2).  This small scale research study implemented mixed method research and therefore 

considered both quantitative and qualitative data and formally collated the findings.  

Action research will usually aim to test out a hypothesis with the aim of making a positive 

change.  This is considered ambitious in the two chosen subjects as it currently is a 

requirement of funding for 16-18-year olds with a grade D/3 to study GCSEs if they choose 

education post 16, excluding those on Apprenticeships.  

In the field of education, research is frequent embedded practice, often pre-policy 

decisions at a government level and findings aid and defined direction or should do in an 

ethically perfect world.  According to Cohen et.al “educational research, politics and 

decision making are inextricably intertwined” (2011, p. 3). Inclusive in the approach is 

the appreciation of ontology or how we view ourselves with regard to the specific 

identified issue, in this case, the subject of English and mathematics success or indeed 

failure, perceptions are important in this instance as for example, Ofsted reports and level 

of grades may influence the choice of institution.   

As expected, Ofsted as a regulatory body, have commented in a research report on the 

implications for the Study Programme and this was mostly a negative view, they found 

“too few learners … are working towards GCSE at Grade C or above in English and 

mathematics (Ofsted, 2014, p. 6).  Ofsted are required to consider the national low 

achievement rates, there was clearly an answer to the national problem sat within in this 

data, but this would require a change to government policy and more specifically a review 

of the current condition of funding.  

Pre-Analysis, Headline data GCSE English & Mathematics 2015/16 

To support the rationale for selecting these subjects for research purposes, a succinct 

summary of the published data for the college in 2015/16, was for all-ages English GCSE 

A*-C this had declined from 42% in the previous year to 28.7% (with 16-18 declining from 

31.4 % to 21%), using the Qualification Achievement rates (QAR) methodology. The all-

ages maths GCSE A*-C rate had declined from 36.2% last year to 22.3% (with 16-18 

declining from 28.2% to 14.6%). A* to G pass rate for English and maths GCSE had improved 

from last year and was slightly above the national average in 2015/16. This is an important 
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fact extracted from an external reseach report on the college cohort in comparision to 

other local post-16 providers;  

“East Riding College has the third highest proportion of learners from the highest 
areas of deprivation behind Hull College and Wilberforce Sixth Form, and 
recruitment from band 1 is significantly higher than each of the other institutions.  
Over half of ERC’s learners come from the top 4 most deprived bands, with only 12% 
coming from the bottom 2 least deprived bands”.  (RCU, 2016) 

 

An analysis by curriculum area reveals a mixed picture with GCSE outcomes, with learners 

in Early Years and Care, Humanities and Creative Arts, Performance and IT performing 

better than learners in all other curriculum areas.  An analysis of attendance at English 

and maths lessons by curriculum area shows a broad correlation between higher 

attendance rates and a stronger A*-C pass rate.  In GCSE English, the average attendance 

on main programme was 87.4% while the average attendance to GCSE English was 78.7%, 

significantly lower than the main programme. Engineering and Leisure and Business where 

the curriculum areas whose English attendance was up to 15% lower than the main 

programme and hence targeted for improvement in 2016/17. In GCSE Mathematics, 

average attendance was 78% against the 87.4% average in the main vocational areas. 

Again, in Leisure and Business, the average GCSE Mathematics attendance was 68%, 10 

percentage points lower than the college average and this curriculum area did not perform 

well in achievement rates, again suggesting a strong correlation between attendance and 

success. This was calculated to be six or more absences at sessions impacted on the final 

results.  

Where some curriculum areas were performing better than others there was a strong 

correlation between with the desired career destination and enabling progression plans to 

be realised.  In Early Years & Care for example, there is a requirement for learners to hold 

a level 2/GCSE A*- C/4-9 to enable them to train as practitioners in the sector and secure 

the mandatory license to practice which enables them to work with children.  This 

suggests the condition of funding had less of an impact as the majority of this cohort 

needed to acquire the required level to reach their intended destination.  

The published DfE9 data supports a positive picture of attainment of all level 2 

qualifications in English and maths by the age of 19 with year on year improvements 

reported, the increase is noted as “46.5% in 2005 to 70% in 2015” (DfE, 2016, p. 8). This 
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represents a 23.5% increase over a 10 year period and includes all types of qualifications 

such as the higher performing i-GCSE, this is not included in this study as it does not form 

part of the college curriculum, data on national performance of 15 and 18 year olds can 

be found in Table 3.  

Table 3 Attainment of level 2 English and maths at ages 15 and 18, 2005–2015 

 

Source: DfE (2016) Level 2 and 3 attainment by young people aged 19 in 2015 

 

Research paradigm 

This research was action research with a mixed method approach, this supported the 

epistemology that this is the most effective for this type of educational research. This 

aimed to present a statistical position and measure the impact on learners from a 

qualitative perspective. This supports the research paradigm and belief that this will 

provide a robust investigation into the efficacy of this study with the caveat that change 

is limited by the restrictive government policy and unless there are any changes to the 

condition of funding, proposals for change will be limited. To be pragmatic and address 

the concern for practical matters, this summarises the strategy well, “real world 

researchers whose main concern is to come up with answers to the problems they are 

trying to address” (Robson, 2011, p. 27).  

The primary data source will be derived from on-line learner questionnaires, interviews 

and face to face focus groups collecting both quantitative and qualitative data, defined 

as a mixed method approach, well documented by Cohen et.al. (2011) & Bell (2014) to 

name a few.  The secondary data sources were predominantly derived from published data 
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for the college which was compared to national statistics for a similar (FE Colleges) and 

wider data set which included sixth form colleges. To support triangulation, this was 

achieved by varying the activities as this aimed to collect a range of evidence, if for 

example, the feedback had large variances this was absorbed into the analysis.  

 

Research Methodology  

This research was aligned to the positivist approach (Cohen et. al. 2011) simply because I 

perceive the reason for the results in a specific and ideological way. The activities 

included questionnaires accessed via the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) on a platform 

known as MOODLE, focus groups with college learners and observations of teaching, 

learning and assessment (OTLA).  The advantages of using a questionnaire on MOODLE is 

this is commonly used as a vehicle to communicate with learners, the disadvantage was 

some learners chose not to take it seriously or not to participate and thus reduce the 

sample size. The questionnaire was split into three main sections, learner motivation, 

learner confidence and impact of the condition of funding; there were 14 questions in 

total with a range of response options.   

Learner focus groups and lesson observations are also common practice in the college 

however attendance can vary at focus groups, this learner voice element was essential to 

gauge personal impact because of the condition of funding. The interviews were 

structured and in the format of competency-based interviews as this would elicit the 

depth of the desired information. The interview provided stability and aimed to develop 

trust in the researcher and participants, the focus groups were based around key questions 

in the form of a discussion where responses are captured. The risk with this method was 

perception and inaccurate interpretation of descriptive responses and as suggested by 

Creswell “the researcher’s personal interpretation” (p.189, 2011) based on their own 

experience. 

 

Sample  

The research was planned to take place over 10 weeks with participants from the college 

who are enrolled to the 16-19 study programme which includes the subjects of GCSE 

English and maths. The learners who at enrolment had indicated they do not wish to be 

contacted were excluded from the cohort.  There was no appreciable risk to the 

researcher although ethically there was vulnerable learners in the cohort. The risks are 
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higher to those who attended the focus groups who may have felt under pressure, careful 

selection was be taken to avoid any unnecessary stress. The sample size was 200-250 

learners, all were attending on a full-time basis at the college.  I believe this was an 

appropriate sample size as all in the selected cohort are subject to the condition of 

funding, all have a similar profile in that they have attained at GCSE Grade D or 3. All 

participants were aged between 16-18.  

 

Data analysis and interpretation  

The primary data realised from the questionnaires was collated electronically to allow for 

data to be presented in charts form supported by detailed written analysis. The records 

from focus groups and observations will be collated and considered as part of the whole 

first-hand evidence process, it also aimed to seek “values in action” (Mcniff, 2011, p. 154) 

and the real work practice with the benefit of currency and authenticity. An aspect which 

can unfortunately can result in this, is research and a report “that may lead to conclusions 

and findings that are probably of little use to readers” (Robson, 2011, p. 499), this 

comment referred to published journal papers.  The actual planned intent here was clearly 

meant to inform improvements at a college level.  

A series of questions were set within three categories which was developed to ensure 

there was consistency, quality and to facilitate accurate analysis of responses.  This also 

supported a deep analysis of the evidence base and creation of a summary report. The 

secondary data will facilitate comparison of college performance against national data 

sources such as national achievement rates which are published and readily available. The 

Department for Education (DfE) was the source of published performance tables.   

 

Limitations   

There were risks associated with learners non-completion of the questionaanire and thus 

failure to participate with the research. The questionnaire was ignored by a proportion of 

learners who failed to see a reason to take part and were unwilling to do so.  This did 

reduce the sample size but may not have a detrimental impacts on the findings in cases 

where responses for a greater number would have been similar.  Adversely, a low response 

rate may have led to limiting the findings and the creation of a less accurate summary 

based on low numbers.  
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Focus groups with learners are a normal part of the college quality assurance process to 

assess satisfaction and ensure learners are listended to and issues raised are responded 

to,  however the attendance at these termly forums varies across the sites and across the 

academic year. This posed another risk to the collection of qualitative data and the 

evidence to support learner voice.  To minimise the risk, communication of dates, times 

and locations was timely and clear to avoid any confusion.  It was hoped all curriculum 

areas would be represented but if this is not realised this work will continue as part of the 

observation process.    

Lesson observations are again frequent and current practice across the college however 

this study required a focus on English and maths sessions as a priority in line with the 

needs of the college. This allowed for an assessment of the level of participation in 

lessons, enjoyment (or lack of) and motivation to achieve in these subjects, progress 

against targets and the impact of the condition of funding on these aspects.  The college 

develops a common timetable for English and maths by a combination of curriculum areas 

therefore access to dedicated sessions was well supported by this.  All curriculum areas 

were easily represented by using the site timetables.  

 

Validity 

This research included the development of documentary evidence which needed to 

provide a robust evidence base. According to Denscombe (2014),  the validity of the 

documents needs to be established via four basic criteria. These are authenticity, 

representativeness, meaning and credibility (p.230). The aspect of authenticity was at 

risk from those completing the survey if for example they were influenced by others such 

as peers, this was not something I could control but sought to have clear instructions on 

how the questionnaire was completed. The final point will be the most significant in this 

research as this suggests the work is free from bias and errors.  As researcher, I have 

strong views on some of the reasons for performance and I needed to ensure I did not 

impose these views on any of the research participants. I  avoided this by ensuring set 

questions do not have an expected response and the concept of impartiality is evident 

throughout the process.   
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Reliability 

The reliability of the evidence base was key to a robust research report and accurate 

conclusions which can ultimately lead to improvements.  There was a planned 10 week 

timescale that allowed for evidence over time to be collected which led to greater 

reliability than in a similar 2 week survey for example.  The collection of “alternative 

forms” (Cohen et.al. 2011, p.200) supported the achievement of reliable evidence.  This 

included pre-test and post-test of the set questions within my peer group and with 

managers and the College Prinicipal, this was part of the approval process. The 

involvement of others increases the human judgement aspect and aimed to minimise bias.  

 

There was the level of attention to detail and accuracy to further support the evidence 

base, this was the  reason why GOOGLE forms supported the on-line survey as this also 

collated the results. For example, the recorded number of participants in each type of 

activity weighted the evidence base and determined its value and credibility, questions 

with one or two identical responses were considered too low to have either a 

mathematical value or strong justification.  

 

Conclusion and recommendations 

The college reports on an annual basis to managers and governors on a stable and average 

performance compared to similar institutions nationally in relation to the subjects of GCSE 

English and mathematics overall this was 2% below national rates in 2016, (QAR data) for 

all ages.  To reinforce the typical learner population, not as an excuse but as an 

explanation, “at ERC, the proportion of lower level learners is significantly higher 

compared to all others apart from Hull College, Goole College and Yorkshire Coast 

College” (RCU, 2016), this finding was part of the external research completed for the 

Area Based Reviews which took place during 2016/17, the results of this national review 

has been a number of college mergers and some planned but unsuccessul mergers.  

 

It is worth noting that performance varies significantly by age group however the latest 

national achievement rates could be described as low at 35% for English and 36% for 

mathematics in comparison to vocational programmes which can perform in and above 

the 80th percentile.  This research was completed last year in relation to maths, a 

summation of the national picture was; 
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Since the introduction of the condition of funding in 2014, 16 to 18 year old learners 
without A*-C in GCSE mathematics are required to continue studying the subject. 
This has resulted in many more young people successfully retaking their GCSEs and 
a significant increase in GCSE maths entries. However, this has also resulted in a 
decline in the post-16 GCSE pass rates with many more learners resitting GCSE 
examinations without success. (Smith, 2017, p. 9) 

 
The two subjects are high profile and on the radar in terms of Ofsted (2014) who have 

reported on the rise in learners studying English and mathematics but concluded too few 

were studying GCSE in these subjects, this point related to providers who did not offer 

GCSE at this time however, this became unavoidable by 2015 due to the funding 

restriction.  This also compounded the issue of staffing resources as by 2015, all post 16 

study programme providers needed good GCSE English and maths teachers. This did remain 

a government priority and led to the maths enhancement programme led by ETF and the 

maths graduate programme, both of which the College did benefit from and has clearly 

contributed to the rise in maths achievement and enhanced maths resource. 

 

Findings  

There were 313 learners in the specified 16-18 year old cohort enrolled to a full-time 

study programme with prior attainment of a GCSE Grade D or 3, all these learners were 

subject to the condition of funding, any who decided for whatever reason not to attend 

GCSE sessions were ineligible for ESFA funding thus have a negative impact on the college 

income. Of the selected cohort, 25 learners completed the MOODLE questionnaire after 

two reminders, after the third reminder, an additional two completed totalling 27 

learners, at this point the survey was closed to allow for timley analysis of the findings.  

By this time the survey was extended for an additional 4 weeks to increase participation 

levels but this was not achieved, this was partially resolved by the additional activity.  

The selection is known as a random sample as each learner “had an equal probability of 

being selected” (Creswell, 2011, p. 148), this matched the original research intention but 

does not truly match the definition of ‘random’ as this was indeed a specified cohort.  

All 27 learners completed all 3 sections and all 14 questions, they had 6 options to choose 

from in terms of responses ranging from ‘strongly agree to strongly disagree’ or ‘not 

applicable’.  All responses included the range of options except in a minority of cases 

where the answers were polarised usually towards a stronger agreement. The particpants 
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were advised that this survey was focussed on the condition of funding and therefore the 

reason they had been selected was their prior attainment grade.  

There were two focus groups with a total of 21 additional learners in attendance, 14 on 

one campus and 7 on the other. None of these learners has completed the on-line 

questionnaire. The two meetings were focussed on the content of the questionnaire with 

the benefit of hearing directly from the learners how they felt and how they expressed 

themselves in terms of responses and facilitated supplementary questioning to attain 

deeper responses. Holding focus groups meant broad agreements or disagreements could 

be reached or an alternative conclusion of mixed responses. This aimed to provide 

additional comparator data to the online questionnaire with the planned combination of 

quantative and qualitative data.  

 

Analysis 

Questionnaire 

The six response options are below and the colour coding matches the bar charts for visual 

representation of the choices. The full results can be found in Appendix 2.  

 

 

Section 1 Learner Motivation  

The first section of the questionnaire was related to learner motivation, there were five 

questions to answer in this section: 

 

Q1. I am resitting because this is a requirement 

Of the 27 respondents, 22 (81%) strongly or mostly agreed that their motivation is linked 

to the requirement and compliance of the study programme and its content. This was the 

highest response rate to any one question within the survey and this represented strong 

support that this is consistent with compliance with the condition of funding. This left 5 

(19%), learners who disagreed and had other motivational factors for resitting.  In 

summary, the large majority understand and are complying with the funding rules and 

expectations set out in the 16-19 study programme.  
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Q2. I aim to enhance my employment prospects  

Of the 27 respondents, 18 (67%) strongly or mostly agreed that their motivation was linked 

to enhancing future employment opportunties, a smaller number disagreed, 4 (15%), they 

could be learners not yet ready for employment and seeking further learning at this point, 

3 (11%) neither agreed or disagreed and 2 felt this did not apply to them, a less useful 

statictic due to the small number. This suggested just over two thirds of the participants 

could see the link between GCSE English and maths and seeking/securing jobs in the 

future.  

 

Q3. I require the GCSE/s to qualify for entry to University 

Of the 27 respondents, 13 (48%) strongly or mostly agreed that their motivation was linked 

to needing the GCSE for access to University, 6 (22%) a reasonable proportion disagreed, 

5 (19%) neither agreed or disagreed and 3 felt this did not apply to them. A mixed response 

was expected as this cohort was not selected on the basis of their planned progression, 

their prior attainment limits the majority of these learners to current programmes at level 

2 and below due to limiting entry requirements. It is comforting to see just under half of 

the cohort are aware that they do need a higher grade at GCSE to progress which supports 

effective advice and guidance had been given.   

 

Q4. I require the GCSE/s to qualify for entry to a higher level course 

Of the 27 respondents, 15 (56%) strongly or mostly agreed that their motivation was linked 

to needing the GCSE for access to a higher level of programme however a number 

disagreed, 6 (22%), 2 neither agreed or disagreed and 4 (15%) felt this did not apply to 

them. Over half of the respondents appear to know their current grade is limiting and that 

the Grade 5 and above will support their progression plans. Whilst a just under a quarter 

do not require a higher grade which suggested they are not planning to progress to level 

3 and are likely to have other plans such as Apprenticeship progression or directly into 

work, this may also apply to the 4 who chose the not applicable option.  

 

Q5. I expected a higher grade at the last attempt and aim to improve this 

Of the 27 respondents, 16 (59%) strongly or mostly agreed that their motivation was linked 

to aiming to improve their attained GCSE grade, only 1 disagreed, 6 (22%) neither agreed 

or disagreed and 4 (15%) felt this did not apply to them. Over half of the respondents may 
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now recognise that the desired grade could have been achieved at school but this is a 

useful second chance to reach their planned destination. The quarter who neither agreed 

or disagreed may have achieved their expected target grade on the last attempt and are 

now simply complying with the condition of funding. This was the only question where 

only one person disagreed.  

 

Section 2 Your confidence in English and/or maths  

The second section of the questionnaire was related to learner confidence, there were 

five questions to answer in this section. 

 

Q6.  I am resitting to develop a better understanding of maths  

Of the 27 respondents, 14 (52%) strongly or mostly agreed that they needed to develop a 

better understanding of GCSE maths, only 2 disagreed but strongly, 6 (22%) neither agreed 

or disagreed and 5 (19%) felt this did not apply to them. There were stronger feelings 

expressed about maths compared to English with 52% and 29% respectively agreeing their 

aim was to develop a better command of the subject. Just under a fifth felt this did not 

apply to them which suggests they are confident they will do better than their previous 

grade or they are nonchalent about their skills and somewhat passive about the need to 

learn more to enable the higher grade to be achieved.  

 

Q7.  I am resitting to develop a better understanding of English 

Of the 27 respondents, 8 (29%) strongly or mostly agreed that they needed to develop a 

better understanding of GCSE English,  5 (19%) disagreed, 6 (22%) neither agreed or 

disagreed and 7 (26%) felt this did not apply to them. Just over a quarter of respondents 

agreed they wanted to develop in the subject of English however nearly equal proportions 

either disagreed, neither agreed or disagreed or felt this did not apply to them. This was 

quite different overall to the response to the identical question but where the subject 

was changed to maths (Q6) and feelings were notably stronger.  

 

Q8.  I am resitting to develop a better understanding & application in the main subject 

area  

Of the 27 respondents, 12 (44%) strongly or mostly agreed that they to needed to develop 

a better understanding of  GCSE English and/or maths to aid them in their main vocational 
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subject,  only 2  disagreed, 10 (37%) neither agreed or disagreed and 3 (%) felt this did not 

apply to them. Just under half of respondents hoped studying these subjects would help 

them in their chosen vocational area. This question had the highest response at over a 

third (37%) neither agreed or disagreed which suggests they could either not see the link 

between English/maths and their main subject or the lack of contexualised content was 

confirming these are separate subjects rather than scaffolding learning across the 16-19 

study programme.  

 

Q9.  I am resitting to improve my career prospects for the future 

Of the 27 respondents, 19 (70%) strongly or mostly agreed that the resit was linked to 

improving their carreer options in the future,  4 (15%) disagreed, 3 (11%) neither agreed 

or disagreed and 1 felt this did not apply to them. A high response rate annd strong 

designation with nearly three-quarters of the cohort confirming that GCSEs in English or 

maths may improve their future career opportunities however 4 disagreed that this was 

their desired impact.  

 

Q10.I am resitting as I know these are skills vital for everyday life 

Of the 27 respondents, 16 (59%) strongly or mostly agreed  accepted maths and English 

are essential skills to function in daily life,  6 (22%) disagreed, 4 (15%) neither agreed or 

disagreed and 1 felt this did not apply to them. Whilst over half of the respondents felt 

these are vital skills nearly a quarter disagreed on this. Another 4 did not confirm either 

way on this point suggesting they were not sure how important these skills are as they did 

not disagree with this point.   

 

Section 3 Impact on 16-18 year-olds 

The third section of the questionnaire was related to the impact on learners as a result of 

the introduction of the condition of funding, there were four questions to answer in this 

section. 

 

Q11. I am happy to re-sit based on achieving a Grade 3 or D 

Of the 27 respondents, 17 (63%) strongly or mostly agreed that they were happy to re-sit 

to improve their grade D/3,  5 (19%) disagreed, 4 (15%) neither agreed or disagreed and 1 

felt this did not apply to them. There were clear views on who was happy with the re-sit 
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opportunity with the largest proportion in agreement, however 5 disagreed which 

represented a fifth of the cohort who were not happy to re-sit. A similar number (4) did 

not wish to confirm they if they were happy or not.  

 

Q12. I would describe myself as a willing participant and I enjoy the subject 

Of the 27 respondents, 15 (56%) strongly or mostly agreed that they were willing to 

participate,  3 (11%) disagreed, 7 (26%) neither agreed or disagreed and 2 felt this did not 

apply to them. Just over half of the respondents were in agreement that they could be 

described as willing however over a third did not describe themselves as willing (11%) with 

another 7 (26%) also unable to confirm they were actually willing and enjoying the subjects 

which suggested they may be dissatisfied with this funding rule.  

 

Q13. I hope to improve my current grade  

Of the 27 respondents, 19 (70%) strongly or mostly agreed that they hoped to improve 

their last attained grade,  2 disagreed, 3 (11%) neither agreed or disagreed and 3 (11%) 

felt this did not apply to them. At 70% of respondents in agreement that they hoped to 

improve their grade,  this was the second highest response rate, this was higher only in 

response to compliance with the rules at 81% (Q1). Only 2 respondents confirmed they did 

not want to improve their grade, 3 did not confirm either way and 3 said this did not apply 

to them, the 6 respondents may feel that it is unlikley that a re-sit will yield a higher 

grade, the current achievement rates do support this predicted outcome.   

 

Q14. GCSE is providing me with the skills and knowledge I need for the future 

Of the 27 respondents, 19 (70%) strongly or mostly agreed that the opportunity to retake 

qualifications was providing them well with the skills they need to fulfill future 

aspirations,  3 (11%) disagreed, 3 (11 %) neither agreed or disagreed and 2 felt this did not 

apply to them. The largest proportion appeared to appreciate the GCSE opportunity with 

a smaller minority either disagreeing or not expressing a view.  At 70% of respondents in 

agreement that they believe GCSEs are providing them with the skills and knowledge they 

need for the future, this is the second highest response rate, this was higher only in 

response to compliance with the rules at 81% (Q1).   
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Focus groups  

There were two focus groups held, one on each main campus with a total of 21 learners 

in attendance, none of these learners had completed the survey. They were all aged 16-

18 and all held either a Grade D or 3 in English and/or maths. One group was studying 

GCSE English and the other GCSE maths. The focus groups were limited to the three topical 

areas in the questionnaire, learner motivation, confidence and the impact on them as a 

result of the condition of funding and the discussion was based on the questions 

formulated in the questionnaire.  The aim was to record where the majority agreed on a 

concensus of agreement or disagreement whilst managing the coercive and dominent vocal 

members of the group. All attendess remain anonymous, however the comments below 

were recorded accurately from the discussion with the learners.   

 

Summary of Findings  

In relation to motivation (Q1-5), the majority agreed they were resitting ‘because they 

were told to at enrolment’ although a few acknowledged they needed a higher grade for 

their next steps. Only two learners felt they could achieve at grade 8. This was strongly 

cited by one learner, ‘I have been told I have to attend my English GCSE as part of my 

timetable agreement. I am not attending by choice’. This was not endorsed as strongly by 

all but a reasonable number nodded confirming this was not their first choice.  

 

In relation to confidence (Q6-10), it was noted aspirations in terms of target grades are 

generally low despite all attendees being were aware of their target grade which they 

were keen to share and the learners became competitive at this point, 15 of the 21 

suggested they hoped to achieve either a grade 4 or 5, with only six hoping for a grade 6 

or above. Several mentioned they would be happy just to ‘pass’, they described this as a 

grade 4, they mostly seemed aware that this would exempt them from another re-sit. A 

minority had already sat GCSE twice, once at school and once at college. One more 

confident learner said,  ‘I hope to achieve at least a grade 5 at least in both subjects’, 

this was a second attempt but most could not be described as having high aspirations.  

In relation to impact (Q11-14) on them as a result of the introduction of the condition of 

funding, there was some disagreement on this issue. One learner argued in favour, ‘I would 

like to achieve a pass, at least so I can then succeed’, she was aware that her current 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2018-2019  218 

 
 

grade was a barrier to progressing onto level 3. Others agreed that re-taking was of benefit 

to them and one learner on attempt three commented ‘I hope in this year of my studies I 

will achieve a grade 5/6’,  and another said ‘Between 5 or 6, I would be fine with but if I 

get higher then cool’.  

 

Observations of Teaching, Learning and Assessment 

There were three short observations of teachers completed known as ‘walk throughs’ on 

two maths classes, 1 GCSE and 1 Functional Skills and one GCSE English session. 

Attendance was all below the college target of 90% but notably lower in GCSE English as 

are achievement rates. This is consistent with monthly reported attendance where the 

variance between the main subject areas and English/maths, this is negative at -7.5% 

(February 2018, KPI data). In some areas, Leisure and Business, this is markedly high at -

12.2% with the lowest gap in Construction at -7.3%. overall attendance at maths is higher 

at 80.8% than English at 77.6% compared to a college average of 86.4%. This shows 

correlation to the improvement in GCSE maths results with a 22% rise in achievement rates 

in 2016/17 whilst GCSE English did improve but only by 4 percentage points.  

The quality of teaching, learning and assessment was consistently good with aspects of 

outstanding practice seen in line with the Ofsted criteria. These teachers are highly 

articulate individuals who described their greatest challenge is not one of planning and 

delivering inspirational lessons but of motivating a high number of individuals who weekly 

complain about the endurance of GCSE and vocalise their discontent, this includes those 

who have cited, ‘I am happy with my current grade and don’t want to re-sit’ and commonly 

‘my teacher helped me to get a D at school, without this help I would have got an E, I am 

unlikely to get better than a 4 (D)’. This was managed well and these teachers did not 

lose sight of the goal to aim for higher grades.  

 

The learner behaviour in the Functional Skills session compared to both GCSEs was notably 

worse and despite these learners not being forced to re-sit GCSE, the majority seemed to 

fail to see the relevance of this subject or its link to the vocational subject. This was a 

combination of Engineering learners who most definitely need mathmatical skills and 

knowledge and Early Years learners who were limited to a Level 110 course based on their 

prior attainment. Overall their conduct was poor but described by the tutor as ‘usual’ and 
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somewhat a surprise as ‘this is quite good today’.  There was some good tracking evidence 

to support the progress they had made in mastering the subject albeit reluctantly and 

with regular vocalised complaint.  

 

Conclusion 

There was no discernable differences overall between those on English and those on 

maths, a number were studying both subjects, unlike the on-line questionnaire where this 

was more visible (Q6 & Q7). The learners were happy to share their thoughts on the matter 

and appreciated the chance to be consulted. I did explain this was part of Government 

policy and unless this changes, the 16-19 study programme would remain the same. Very 

few wanted to describe themselves as willing particpants (Q12) but it was observable that 

peer pressure was influencing this response, within the questionnaire this was just over 

half of respondents (56%), this would be less within the focus group as only a minority 

explained they did require a higher grade, estimated to be around a third of attendees.  

 

 

The college performance in 2016/17 

It was useful to reflect on current college performance and how this linked to the findings 

in the completed research and to test out the research question as ultimately the 

condition of funding could support the hypothesis and could also be a reasonable 

explanation for the results. The detailed analysis of the outcomes for GCSE English and 

maths in 2016/17 follows. The GCSE analysis explored outcomes by curriculum area, age, 

site and the correlation between attendance and those that did or did not achieve a grade 

C or above. This concludes with recommendations for further improvements in 2017/18. 

 

GCSE  Overall Headlines  

Table 4: Summary of GCSE English and Maths Results  

 English 

 A*-C A*-G 

  
East Riding College 

National 
(legacy) 

East Riding 
College 

National 
(legacy) 

  
Cohort 
2016/17 

Pass 
Rate 
2016/17 

Pass 
Rate 
2015/16 

Pass 
Rate 
2015/16 

Pass 
Rate 
2016/17 

Pass 
Rate 
2015/16 

Pass 
Rate 
2015/16 

16-18 203 21.7% 17.7% 22.2% 83.3% 74.4% 79.5% 
Adult 53 58.5% 43.8% 42.2% 79.2% 76.6% 81.8% 
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All 
Ages 256 29.3% 24.0% 26.0% 82.4% 74.9% 79.9% 

 

 Maths 

  
A*-C A*-G 

  
East Riding College 

National 
(legacy) 

East Riding 
College 

National 
(legacy) 

  
Cohort 
2016/17 

Pass 
Rate 
2016/17 

Pass 
Rate 
2015/16 

Pass 
Rate 
2015/16 

Pass 
Rate 
2016/17 

Pass 
Rate 
2015/16 

Pass 
Rate 
2015/16 

16-18 186 34.4% 12.2% 20.0% 81.9% 79.3% 79.2% 
Adult 66 45.5% 30.9% 42.8% 69.1% 67.9% 79.4% 

All 
Ages 252 37.3% 17.8% 25.7% 78.1% 75.8% 79.3% 

Analysis of headline GCSE results: 

 Maths and English A*-C pass rates have improved for all age groups 

 16-18 English has moved closer to last year’s national rate.  16-18 maths and adult 

English and maths have moved above last year’s national rate 

 The improvement in English (all ages) is 5 percentage points and moves the college 

above last year’s national rate 

 The improvement in maths (all ages) is significant at 19.5 percentage points (double 

last year’s rate) and moves the college considerably ahead of last year’s national 

rate. The improvement is particularly apparent for 16-18, improving from 12% to 

34.4% 

 30% of 16-18 year olds entered for GCSE Maths regressed by one grade or more and 

in English, this figure was 44%. In maths, 33% remained on a D grade and in English, 

this was 36%.  

 
GCSE Maths Analysis by Curriculum Area and Age 
 
Table 5: Summary of 16/17 GCSE Maths results by age, curriculum area11 and 15/16 results. 
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Analysis of GCSE Maths by Curriculum area: 

 All curriculum areas have improved their 16-18 A*-C rates in comparison to 15/16 data 

and all curriculum areas are above the 15/16 national rate for 16-18 year olds. 

 API was the highest performing area with 52% of 16-18’s achieving A*-C. This amounts 

to a 29% increase from 15/16 which also demonstrates this area to be the most 

improved.  

 HBHR and CON are the closest to the 15/16 national rate at 21% and 22% 

retrospectively. This correlates to the performance of 15/16 where these areas were 

amongst the lowest achievement rates.  

 Adults in the HUM area significantly dropped from 46% achievement to 22% with similar 

enrolments in both years.  

 

GCSE English Analysis by Curriculum Area and Age 

Table 6: Summary of 16/17 GCSE English results by age, curriculum area and 15/16 results 

 

 HBHR were the highest performing area with 33% of 16-18’s achieving A*-C, a 24% 

increase from 15/16 which also demonstrated the area to be the most improved.  
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 ENG A*-C achievement rate for 16-18’s significantly decreased in comparison to 

15/16 from 13% to 3%. ENG 16-18 entrants accounted for 13.3% of the whole cohort 

which accounts for the area having the most negative impact on the overall results.  

 CON results remain amongst the lowest with 11% achievement for 16-18 year olds.  

 API and EYC are still performing above the 15/16 benchmark at 30% and 27% 

however, results have decreased in comparison to 15/16 by 2% and 5% 

retrospectively.  

 LAB is performing 7% below the national benchmark for 16-18’s and performance 

has decreased by 6% in comparison to 15/16.  

 Adult A*-C rates in EMLS have significantly improved to 83% in comparison to 63% in 

15/16 

 Adult achievement rates in HUM have remained the same but continue to be 

significantly above 15/16 national averages at 60%  

 

GCSE Results by Curriculum Area and Site  

Table 7: Summary of 16/17 GCSE results by Curriculum Area and Site 

 

Analysis of GCSE English results by site and CA: 

 Overall A*-C achievement in GCSE English is significantly higher at FLM than SMW.  

 CON, API, EYC and HBHR learners performed significantly better at FLM in 

comparison to learners from the same areas at SMW. 

 ENG learners performed around the same standard at both SMW and FLM with SMW 

being 1% higher. 

 HUM, EMLS and LAB learners performed better at SMW in comparison to learners 

from the same area at FLM.  

Analysis of GCSE Maths results by site and CA: 
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 Overall A*-C achievement in GCSE Maths is overall higher at FLM than SMW.  

 CON, API, EYC and LAB learners performed significantly better at FLM in comparison 

to learners from the same areas at SMW 

 ENG and HBHR performed better at SMW in comparison to learners from the same 

area at FLM.  

 HUM and EMLS learners performed similarly regardless of site. 

 

GCSE Results by Average Attendance in English and maths.  

Table 8: Average attendance to GCSE English and Maths for A*-C and D and below 
achievers. 

 

There is a clear correlation of high attendance contributing to the likelihood of learners 

achieving an A*-C grade in GCSE English. Learners who achieved the grade C had an 

average attendance of 81% in GCSE English classes. This average is 7% higher than those 

who attained a D or below at 74.1%.  
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The key headlines are as follows for the analysis of those who attained a D or below and 

their average attendance in their vocational area in comparison to GCSE English (Table 8): 

 Of those learners that achieved a D or below in GCSE English across all curriculum 

areas, the average attendance to GCSE English is 9.4% less than the attendance to 

the main vocational course (71.8% in comparison to 81.2%).  

 The most significant difference in attendance of those who did not achieve A*-C is 

most apparent in HBHR with a 17.6% difference (79.2% vocational average in 

comparison to a 61.6% English average). 

 LAB also had a higher than average difference in attendance to the vocational 

course in comparison to GCSE English. This amounts to an average of 75.4% in the 

vocational area in comparison to 64.6% for the same learners in GCSE English – a 

10.8% difference.  

 

There is also a clear correlation of high attendance contributing to likelihood of learners 

achieving an A*-C grade in GCSE Maths. Learners who achieved the grade C had an average 

attendance of 84.1% to GCSE Maths classes. This average is 12.6% higher than those who 

attained a D or below at 71.5% average. This gap is significantly higher than the same 

comparison in GCSE English. This emphasises that attendance specifically to GCSE Maths 

has a more negative impact. This can be further analysed by curriculum area within Table 

8.   

Table 9: Average attendance of learners who have attained D or below in GCSE English 
including comparisons to vocational programmes.  

 

 

The key headlines are as follows for the analysis of those who attained a D or below and 

their average attendance in their vocational area in comparison to GCSE English (Table 9): 
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 Of those learners that achieved a D or below in GCSE English across all curriculum 

areas, the average attendance to GCSE English is 9.4% less than the attendance to 

the main vocational course (71.8% in comparison to 81.2%).  

 The most significant difference in attendance of those who did not achieve A*-C is 

most apparent in HBHR with a 17.6% difference (79.2% vocational average in 

comparison to a 61.6% English average). 

 LAB also had a higher than average difference in attendance to the vocational 

course in comparison to GCSE English. This amounts to an average of 75.4% in the 

vocational area in comparison to 64.6% for the same learners in GCSE English – a 

10.8% difference.  

Table 10: Average attendance of learners who have attained D or below in GCSE Maths 
including comparisons to vocational programmes. 

 

 

The key headlines are as follows for the analysis of those who attained a D or below and 

their average attendance in their vocational area in comparison to GCSE Maths (Table 10): 

 

 Of those learners that achieved a D or below in GCSE Maths across all curriculum 

areas, the average attendance to GCSE maths is 9.9% less than the attendance to 

the main vocational course (71.3% in comparison to 81.2%).  

 The most significant difference in attendance of those who did not achieve A*-C is 

most apparent in HBHR with a 17% difference (79.2% vocational average in 

comparison to a 62.2% maths average). 

 EYC also had a higher than average difference in attendance to the vocational course 

in comparison to GCSE maths. This amounts to an average of 87.3% in the vocational 

area in comparison to 72.8% for the same learners in GCSE maths – a 14.5% difference.  
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Conclusion 

It was made clear by the learners that the majority (70%) are wanting to improve their 

attained grade at GCSE and this was most evident in the questionnaire (Q13) however this 

did not directly correlate to learners being obervably willing (Q12) to do this, as this was 

recorded as around half (56%) of those who completed the on-line questionnaire. This 

supports the finding that the condition of funding does indeed have a positive impact on 

the majority of learners. This is fortuitive as only this week, the education secretary, 

Damien Hinds,  was asked to update the Common Education Select Committee on the 

current DfE English and maths resit policy and he confirmed “I don’t have a new 

announcement to make on policy in that area right now” (Ryan citing Hinds, 2018) and so 

we maintain the status quo with the associated TES headline of ‘No change on GCSE resit 

policy’. I remain concerned for the 30% who do not and perhaps cannot improve their 

current grade, the current policy is most certainly not meeting their needs and simply 

becomes a GCSE roundabout.  

In term of results in the last academic year, GCSE results, particularly in maths, has shown 

a significant improvement to the comparable results in 2015/16. The curriculum areas 

have taken great strides in addressing what is a key area for improvement in the College, 

this report has shown where the specific differences in performance are. However, as a 

college, there is a need to recognise that further work needs to be done to ensure that 

the majority of learners enrolled onto GCSE English and maths pass with at least a grade 

4/5 or above.  Research is a process which is effective when cyclical in nature rather than 

linear a view I share with Mackenzie, (2006).   

The ETF research adopted a transformative paradigm (Mackenzie, 2006, p. 6) whereas the 

BIS methodology suggested this was a more pragmatic mixed methods approach by using 

a range of data collection tools. This research was mixed methods which was used to 

capture learner voice effectively.  This recent research concluded and confirmed exactly 

the position that the college finds itself in; 

The proportion of resit learners passing at grade C or above has declined as entries 
have risen. Learners taking GCSEs again have already experienced failure and may 
be less motivated or confident to achieve in the subject as a result. These challenges 
are most likely to be felt in FE colleges, which take learners with lower average 
grades than school sixth forms or sixth form colleges and where there has been the 
largest increase in numbers studying qualifications in maths at level 2. (Smith, 2017, 
p. 9) 
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There may have been an implicit assumption that all young people want to improve their 

literacy and numeracy skills and therfore also attain higer GCSE grades in line with 

Government policy and specifically the condition of funding. This research shows this is 

not indeed the case for all, the findings reflected the attitudes of 16-18 study programme 

learners in further education today. Back to the beginning and the research question, I 

conclude that the current Government policy meets the needs of some learners namely 

those with a positive attitude, high aspirations and a progression aim as key motiviational 

drivers, for others, the policy consolidates repeated failure of which the causal effect is 

damaging and demoralising. The policy needs to be reviewed and only a wider selection 

of options to meet individual needs would improve this. 

 

Recommendations 

To achieve this, the college teams will: 

 Address the achievement gap between the two main college sites 

 Investigate how progress against UMS can be tracked and recorded for those 
learners who remain at grade 3 whilst also improving predicted grades. 

 HOCA to monitor staff performing below the College performance along with the 
CL through observations and target setting. 

 Share the good practice of strategies implemented in the areas that achieved 
significantly over the 15/16 benchmarks. This to be followed up in SAR and Course 
Reviews and monitored by the Senior Managers.  

 Investigate and address the drop in HUM adults in GCSE Maths alongside Access to 
HE courses.  

 Continue to bridge the gap between the vocational course attendance and GCSE by 
introducing newly presented GCSE data within KPI reporting systems. 

 Introduce ‘Fast Track’ programmes targeting November re-sits to improve the 
overall new 9-4 achievement rate.  

 EMLS HOCA and CL to work with those curriculum areas with lowest attainment to 
develop strategies to improve engagement and attendance.  

 Address weaker results at curriculum area level through improvement planning and 
monitoring. 

 Address the wide discrepancy in outcomes in English at tutor level by a focus on 
mentoring and coaching support within the curriculum area. 
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Blended Learning and Achievement – The start of a Journey 

Kelly Ackroyd, Masters in Education  

 

 

Glossary  

Blended Learning – BL 

Blended Learning Consortium – BLC 

Further Education – FE 

Skills Funding Agency - SFA 

Virtual Learning Environment - VLE 

Learning Resource Centre - LRC 

British Educational Research Association – BERA 

Association of Colleges – AoC 

Value Added, Distance Travelled – VADT 

Teaching, Learning and Assessment - TLA 

 

Introduction  

Glaser and Strauss (1967) explains a researcher should not choose a theory in order to 

prove or disprove it should be the researcher seeking to generate theory from data, also 

known as grounded theory.  Wilson (2008) states that research can be seen as a process 

that challenges new and original ideas and to test a hypothesis. Research can be 

undertaken for a range of purposes, but educational research should aim to challenge 

ideologies and inform the development of practice, as an individual or larger 

organisation.  As Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2009) explain research should be 

governed by the notion of a project being fit for purpose.  Having a strong and clear 

methodology to justify and present a proposal, implement data collection and analyse 

results are the main aspects to consider.   
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This study aims to produce recommendations on a best practice to support blended 

learning (BL), by exploring a range of potential factors and issues that may impact 

implementation of BL linking to the benefits on achievement data.  This will be 

collaboratively shared with other organisations, as such to positively impact student 

engagement and achievement.  It aims to develop this through exploring the elements of 

BL models from organisations feedback and the positive elements of this that may 

influence learners achievement.  A qualitative and quantitative data collection model 

will aim to collect information on achievement data, models of blended learning, 

including key staff involved, student and staff views from a range of educational 

organisations.  

The views and ideas of students and staff cannot be ignored in the development of an 

effective BL model, but what elements of that model make that difference between 

minimum, to first class achievement.   

Study Aims  

 To explore how blended learning is defines and implanted in a range of further 

education organisations  

 To explore the barriers that could potentially impact successful application of 

blended learning 

 To explore the potential correlation between effective elements of blended 

learning and learner achievement 

Literature Review  

The purpose of the review is to select, review and evaluate a range of historical and 

current literature to question the ideology of blended learning and the potential factors 

that influence this.   
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Vanderkam (2013) suggests that the ‘concept of blended learning should be a formal 

education programme in which a student learns at least in part through online delivery 

of content’ a clear reference is made to the fact educational entrepreneurs are still 

trying to figure out what works best for different kinds of students, although at this 

stage the concept had shown glimpses of reform, and a possibility of how this could be 

taken forward in the future.  Vanderkam also questions if the term blended learning is 

the correct language, or if the term ‘personalised learning’ is a more holistic approach, 

elements of technology and strategies used at the individuals own pace for optimized 

learning.  The concept of blended learning in 2004 was defined as the ‘combination of 

different training media including technology, activities and types of events. The term 

blended suggests traditional tutor led training being supplemented with other 

electronic formats’ (Bersin, 2004).  As emphasised by Dziuban, Hartman and Moslek 

(2004) a blended learning approach is significantly different to distance learning and 

should be distinctly categorised as a blend of traditional teaching strategies, and online 

activities that should complement each other.   

One of the first blended learning approaches can be seen in the 1980’s an example of 

this was with an IBM training scheme, trainees had to learn mainframe and software 

systems.  The programme included aspects of practical sessions, tutor sessions and then 

real life situational learning experiences.  The programme had elements of a well-

designed blended learning programme, but one crucial point can be taken from the 

example, is blended learning actually dependant on technology?  No use of technology 

was instructionally used in the programme, however it had the principles of the blended 

approach (Bersin, 2004).  Purg (2011) describes another context identified under 

blended learning, is eLearning which, as an addition to face-to-face educational 

interaction during regular classes, creates a blended learning environment, which 
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essentially, is a purposeful integration of online and offline learning (Whitehouse, 2008).  

An advantage of such a mode of studies is that it allows for a deeper and more detailed 

investigation of an issue that learners do not manage to cover during the limiting 

timeframe of face to face sessions (Herden, 2011).  

Bates (2000) and Garrison and Anderson (2003) agree that information and 

communication technology embedded in a blended learning model can support the 

removal of geographical and situational learning barriers, thus supporting offering more 

positive opportunities for the learner, particularly positive for small urban educational 

organisations.   As supported by Wu, Tennyson and Hsia (2010) who state that developing 

skills through blended learning models provide an effective platform for employing 

pedagogical strategies, and maximise the success of the blend of face to face and online 

learning.  Learners need the opportunity for deeper learning that will foster the 

development of critical thinking skills, problem solving, the understanding of 

collaboration and skills to use information technology to become lifelong learners 

(Darling-Hammond, Wilhoit and Pittenger,  2014).  

A recent investigation by JISC (2017) reflects some good practice examples of blended 

learning stating the term as the new ‘buzz word’ in teaching, learning and assessment 

(TLA).  It states ‘blended learning, in essence, involves the combination of digital 

technology and face to face teaching, and it looks like the future for both FE and 

Higher Education (HE)’.  Good practice examples include the use of social media 

platforms where teachers and learners can share resources, notes and communicate 

with each other virtually about assessments and have a shared learning space.  This is 

also supported by preparing the learners for the digital age and digital workplaces of the 

future. One FE organisation states ‘we recognise the importance of the role of the 

teacher in this digital transformation’,  
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The use of a flipped classroom or a lecture capture can allow the learners to watch a 

short lecture by the teacher in preparation for the lesson, allowing the learners to digest 

an introduction to a subject, digest it and familiarise themselves before a session (JISC, 

2017).  Flipped learning is defined by Overmyer (2014) as the classroom/homework 

paradigm being reversed, classroom lectures are recorded and watched at home and the 

actual assessment traditionally done independently completed at home is then 

supported in the classroom environment.  The approach can include using technology 

and then the teachers can spend more quality time interacting and supporting the 

learners in the classroom environment (Bergmann and Sams, 2012a).  A criticism of this 

approach could be seen as taking what could be viewed as an ineffective strategy, 

lectures, and simply using technology (video) to move the issue (Overmyer, 2014) 

however, as stated by Bergmann and Sams (2012b) it is what teachers do with the freed 

time in the classroom that truly matters, and changes the quality of teaching and 

learning for the group.  However, there is a rising fear amongst teachers that videos will 

replace the need for contact time with learners (Nochese, 2011).  

Collins and Halverson (2009) suggest that learners that are raised on new technologies 

have less patience to fill out rote worksheets, and listen effectively to lectures, striving 

for new educational reform to increase learner achievement while still supporting 21st 

century skills.  However, learners can demonstrate an ease and familiarity with 

technology, they rely only on the most basic search tools and do not possess the critical 

and analytical skills to assess the information that they find on the web as stated by 

Baker (2013).  A study found that learners were strongly influenced by their experience 

of learning with technology in school (Luckin, et al, 2009) suggesting past experiences 

are negatively influencing current confidence with technology.  There is a developing 

body of research that is showing up some of the contradictions in the characterisation of 
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young people as digital natives and this is being challenged by the term digital visitors 

and digital residents, identifying as a visitor, who logs on to the virtual environment, 

performs a specific task or acquires specific information, and then logs off, and a 

resident, who has an ongoing, developing presence online. (Connaway et al, 2011).  

Plowman, Stephan and Pike (2010) explain that the western world has become more 

technologized, allowing for a more informative, communitive and interactive learning 

opportunities leading form childhood to adulthood as supported by Richards (2006).  

Individuals in society need to become digital citizens and a digital workforce to become 

efficient and more productive, starting this from the early years and childhood will 

support the emergence of a more digitally and technology skilled generation (Siraj-

Blatchard, 2006).  

A major opportunity for shift in the approach to blended learning was the FELTAG report 

(2014), the Further Education Learning Technology Action Group (FELTAG) produced a 

series of recommendations to incorporate information technology in further education 

(FE) organisations. FELTAG was originally set up in 2013 by Matthew Hancock, Minister of 

State for Skills, to make recommendations for the effective use of digital technology in 

learning, teaching and assessment in FE.  The report included robust and student 

centred recommendations, blended to the types of learner accessing FE organisations, 

but as ever it was the funding aspect that was a sticking point.  Knight (2016) argues 

that FELTAG recommendations have a substantial opportunity for FE organisations to 

develop effective training for apprenticeships, maths and English provision and to offer 

more flexible courses to meet the needs of the customers they are planning to support.  

She argues that FELTAG is a ‘driver for organisations to re energise their vision of 

technology and improve the educational experiences for all learners’. A FELTAG 

recommendation was for 10% of the delivery time in each study programme to be a 
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wholly online component, to move away from face to face delivery and have an online 

session.  This could include interaction with peers online, a range of applications and 

with little direction from a teacher.  This was not to include just using the time for 

purely online research (Gov, 2014).   

As Whitaker (2015) debates a digital skills committee report, Make or Break: The UK’s 

Digital Future leads to an Association of Colleges (AoC) manager, Matt Dean hit back at 

the report that states further education (FE) organisations to move quickly and start to 

plan courses that are industry designed for the future use of technology, supporting the 

skills of the future industry skills.  The report highlights some excellent and effective 

provision that has been developed in line with developing skills, but these need to be 

more wide spread and national.   Whittaker goes on to identify that provision is patchy, 

with links being made with the employer needs but this is not consistent.  A variable 

that impacts this is the reoccurring issue with skills funding not being targeted 

sufficiently to support the development of technology for employability skills.  

 The Skills Funding Agency (SFA) concluded that ‘There is no meaningful definition of 

online learning to underpin practical implementation and management of a separate 

funding rate’.  The Report to the Skills Funding Agency on the actions arising from the 

FELTAG report (2016) refers to there not being an actual one size fits all definition of 

online learning and more so the definition of blended learning.  The issue that if a 

separate funding rate was introduced ‘funding methodology should not drive delivery 

methodology’ leading again to no distinct feature of what a blended learning approach 

should include, leaving the area more blurred.  

The SFA stated that the initial costs of implementing an online or blended learning 

model was through setting up equipment, infrastructure of staffing, staff training, 
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development costs with the additional cost of this.  Garrison and Kanuka (2004) state 

the importance of recognising that just supplementing face-to-face with online activities 

is insufficient in truly supporting the learners.  However, providing some content online, 

frees time during classroom sessions ‘for meaningful face-to-face interactions and other 

potentially engaging activities that reinforce and extend learning in the online 

environment’.  This is with the support of a teacher led online session (Auster, 2016).  

FE organisations must embrace the use of a blended learning approach and the 

incorporation of technology embedded in this.  Harrison (2016) states that FE sector 

needs to be bolder in the use of technology for transformative learning.  Applying 

investment into historical teaching models will not support organisations to deliver a 

more flexible approach to teaching and learning that supports the way students now 

access information, and college leaders must respond to this reform in teaching models, 

with significant investment in new technology.  This follows on from the Culture, 

Coaching and Collaboration: How to unlock the potential in vocational teaching and 

learning report.  The research report analyses how teachers could, and do use new 

technologies, and recommendations on how they can be better supported in this.  The 

report shows what the vocational classroom of the future could look like, and highlights 

the benefits to the FE sector of developing and investing in new technologies through a 

culture of experimentation and collaboration.  Although, Vaughan (2007) contested the 

assumption and states the significant difficulties and risks that could occur with a 

blended learning approach, from planning of modules, identifying time for planning, lack 

of appropriate resources for module development, teachers being required to learn new 

skills to the availability of technology to support the model. Comas-Quinn (2011) 

supports this stating that the lack of resources, training and shortage of time as the 

main factors that impact the effectiveness of integrating technology and a blended 
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learning approach.  All significant variables that have the potential to influence the 

success and positive outcomes for learners, and the vision that a blended learning model 

will maximise and compliment the traditional model of delivery (Benson, Anderson and 

Ooms, 2011).  

A summary discussion of the use of Learning Technologies in Further Education (2014) 

published by the Association of Colleges (AoC) develops the use of technology in a 

‘blended approach to learning whether delivered in the UK or overseas – provides real 

opportunity for institutions to develop responsive, engaging and interactive provision 

which, if offered at scale, can deliver quality and cost-effectiveness while meeting 

student demands for flexible learning.”.  Although, it did identify the importance in 

investment, collaboration, better intelligence and structural change as part of a 

complex mix in organisations.   

When considering any evidence of the benefits, a distinction has to be made between 

learner performance, other varieties of enhancements to the learning experience, and 

benefits that are not directly felt by learners for example organisational efficiencies.  

Impact on student performance is a difficult component to truly measure.  The EduServ-

funded Reveel Final Report: How compelling is the evidence for the effectiveness of e-

Learning in the post-16 sector? (du Boulay, Coultas and Luckin, 2008) summarises  

‘Key factors in e-learning were identified as being learner confidence, prior knowledge 

(both operational and conceptual), the presence and involvement of the teacher, 

communication (the dialogues between teachers and learners) and the cultural issues 

relating to managing change. One main statement identifies that ‘learning in 

technology-rich environments, occurs in multiple contexts both within and beyond the 
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institution.  Institutions however need to move away from the use of simple KPI 

outcome measures and begin to focus on quality improvement.’  

This suggests a more holistic measurement of learners and achievements, moving away 

from just achievement rates to the overall quality of the learners’ experience, and the 

transferable skills and qualities that have developed.  Unfortunately, 10 years on from 

this report the pressures of value added, destination travelled (VADT), national averages 

and Ofsted requirements (Fletcher, 2015) have made the vision of this more holistic 

measure less possible.  A study conducted by Hawkey and Beresford (2009) concluded 

that blended learning had a significant impact on both teachers and learners.  The 

learners viewed it as a support to their study process, stating that it helped them 

reinforce what they have learned, and also supported them to develop skills for 

employment.  In additional to this the teachers’ views were, it gave two different ways 

to teach the subject, as with all teaching strategies it provided differentiation and 

inclusion.  

The Blended Learning Consortium (BLC), was set up by the Heart of Worchester college 

(HoW) with the main aim of ‘sourcing good quality learning resources specifically 

developed for the FE sector’.   The co-partnership has been developed with over 40% of 

the national FE organisations now being members and an integral part of the consortium 

(blc, 2018).  Kilcoyne (2016) and a founder of BLC states ‘Many hands make light work, 

it is teamwork with like-minded individuals that will make it lighter still’ with a 

challenging funding climate currently being stretched to breaking point, the consortium 

is a central organisation where collaboration with partners provide support and 

resources that provide the elements of an existing and successful BL models to benefit 

learners in partner organisations.   
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A variable that has been investigated substantially is teacher perception and views for 

blended learning, a study conducted by Benson et al (2011) examined educator 

perception on a blended learning approach identify interesting factors.   The study 

identified time, availability of resources and the support of eLearning developers as the 

main factors that influenced their perception, thus, influencing individual attitudes and 

motivation to develop practices.  An interesting factor showed that teachers were more 

likely to adopt practices if they could observe the benefits of it beforehand.  

Banduras theory of reciprocal determination suggest that behaviours of individuals are 

influenced by others around them and the environment to which they are exposed to.  It 

can be suggested that it is how the introduction of a concept, for example a blended 

learning programme, could have an impact on the achievement and positive and 

meaningful way a blended learning programme is perceived by learners (Borup, Grahem 

and Velasquez, 2011).  Furthermore, Gecer and Dag (2012) state the interaction and 

communication medium between student and teacher, student and student has to be 

effective and the motivational for active participation in discussions, face to face and 

online to transfer the richness of learning.  A negative perception from a teacher can 

then influence the motivation by the learner.  

Bilgin (2009) does suggest that the blend of cognitive flexibility and social efficacy to 

problem solve is supported by a blended learning approach. How a programme is 

designed, based on a constructivist approach, a paradigm of a learning process where 

individuals construct meaning or new knowledge based on prior knowledge or 

experiences (Johassen, 1991) lead to a change of the cognitive schemas of individuals.  

The opportunity to revisit, and then be challenged further on the subject delivered in a 

face to face session through a further online session, leads to individuals constructing a 

range of different viewpoints and challenging their analytical skills.  Constructivism is 
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now currently viewed by educators as emerging pedagogy (Mikre, 2011), extended to 

sharing ideas and viewpoints through the online sessions if interaction with peers 

through chat systems, forums or small group activities were incorporated in the sessions. 

A study conducted by Cobanoglua and Yurdakul ( 2014) investigated the achievement of 

a study group taking on a blended learning approach – a course designed with the 

combination of face to face sessions and managed online session where the educator 

was present by a chat system.  Results show a meaningful increase in achievement.  

Data collected at two points, mid and end term represent an increase of achievement in 

comparison to a measurements of just face to face sessions that did not show any 

substantial difference.  

In conclusion, the journey of blended learning is a mixed and blurred area.  It has been 

embedded in to education and training for many years silently, but it seems that when a 

label has been attached it has become an unorganised, complicated and somewhat alien 

strategy that is fighting for a place in education and skills, especially in FE.  Concerns 

with funding, appropriate training, teacher and student perception removes the actual 

principles and ethos of the initiative and acts as a real barrier to the success of the 

principles.  Key theory and research has been developed and led to innovative schemes 

like FELTAG and BLC to make recommendations, and also work collaboratively with 

others, so all educational organisations have the opportunities to them to develop a 

successful blended learning model.  

Methodology  

Methodology as described by Dawson (2009) is the philosophy or principle that guides a 

research study questioning constraints, dilemmas and ethical issues in a study.  Kaplan 

(1973) in Opie (2004) describes a methodology as ‘To describe and analyse methods, 
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throwing light on their limitations and resources.  It is to venture generalisations from 

the success of particular techniques, suggesting new applications’ methods of enquiry 

must be justified and supported with theoretical evidence for them to have reliability.    

The methodology chosen for this study is grounded theory, which will use a qualitative 

and quantitative data collection method to source participant views and achievement 

data through the use of an online survey.  Grounded theory as first introduced by Glaser 

and Strauss (Dawson, 2009) is a popular form of enquiry for educational issues, using the 

blend of literature to blend with emerging data.  This methodology was chosen 

specifically to be flexible and allow for new issues to emerge.  An important aspect of 

education research is to allow it to develop, as the researcher not to presume or have an 

ending.  Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) explain that theory emerges, not seen as 

predicted through grounded theory.   

This study is designed to start a journey, theorising the variables on the success of 

blended learning approaches and if we can ever truly make a concrete link and 

correlation between an effective model and achievement rates.  Strauss and Corbin 

(1994) explains grounded theory is used for the develop of a theory from rich data that 

is analysed, this is an integral aspect of the study with the researcher not proving a 

theory of blended learning, but aiming to discover new ideas and thus take this forward 

in research.  The data collection model is developed to permit the participants to 

provide a combination of elements to include honest practitioner feedback and 

reflections, factual definitions and achievement data to identify a correlation and 

emerging patterns of theory.  A blend of qualitative methods through open ended 

questions and quantitative data through achievement data and attitude scaling, will 

gather an overall picture for each organisation.  
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The methodology of a survey questionnaire is to enable a quick, easy to access method 

of data collection.  An understanding of the potential participants job roles and lack of 

time was considered as potential teachers or head of quality and curriculum would 

require the survey to be a short and thought provoking, but sample participants not 

being coerced into completing the survey, to support a true and honest interest in 

participation and support ethical consideration (Cohen et al, 2009). 

An explanation of why the research is being conducted, how the results will be used and 

shared and the participants’ right to withdraw at any point considers ethical issues for 

educational research.  Ethical issues have to be considered in all educational research 

(Punch, 2009).  Practices have to be adhered to and followed using the British 

Educational Research Association (BERA).  BERA (2011) states processes protect 

participants taking part in the study and also support reliability of data.  The link to the 

survey was shared via a BLC newsletter, a statement supporting informed consent was 

included with the link and gave the participants the opportunity to decide whether to 

take part.  According to Diener and Crandall (1978) informed consent should allow 

individuals to decide whether to participate in the research, after, being informed of 

the facts of the study aims.  Any identification of organisations names through 

qualitative data will be anonymised in the presentation of data to protect individual 

organisations.   

The design of the survey maintained confidentiality and anonymity for the participants 

with information not being linked to an individual or organisation on submission.  The 

survey included a box to leave participant contact details if they would like to take part 

in further development of the study.  Raffe, Bundall and Biddy (1989) considers that 

anonymity can be challenged if the unique combination of the data identifies an 

individual from prior knowledge of the researcher.  This was not identified as a potential 
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risk factor as the sample selection did not contain any prior collaborative partners for 

the researcher.  The complexity of the facts and aims of the study can be difficult to 

condense in a small paragraph and this could lead to misunderstanding of questions if 

they are not planned to meet the needs of the study, but also the understanding of 

potential participants.  Considering this potential factor an example was completed by 

an unnamed organisation to provide an exemplar.  This aimed to provide a guide to 

understanding the questions.  

Method 

An online survey was produced in consultation with a director of quality in FE, the 

development of the survey was important due to the specific information it required and 

this had to be reflected and evaluated before final submission to participants.   To 

ensure validity the questions will cover all the main elements of the main issue of the 

study.  They provide a fair representation of the issues linked to the study (Cohen et al, 

2009).  

The use of open ended questions will enable the opportunity for qualitative data from 

the responses to become more explorative (Bailey, 1994).  Cohen at al (2009) supports 

the use of these type of questions in a small scale study as they invite an honest and 

personal response from the participant.  The aim was to produce a survey that is quick 

to complete, but also had the effective blend of questions to gather rich and reliable 

data.  The avoidance of leading questions was imperative to provide stronger validity to 

the data, unreliable data leads to research becoming invalid (Cohen, 2007).   Winter 

(2000) explains careful planning through sampling, the correct data collection method 

and appropriate treatment of data analysis can strengthen validity.  A process of this is 
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carefully planned questions that will engage the participant, but not lead them in 

answering.   

The following questions were presented in an online forms application that could be 

completed and submitted via an email link.  The survey, once completed and submitted 

was automatically sent to the researcher.  

Question 1 – Open ended/qualitative data  

Provide a definition of your blended learning approach or equivalent  

Points to consider - How this is incorporated in the study programme ie hours per week? 

Differing delivery dependant on level of learners? Key staff involved? 

The aim for the question was to set a context to the organisations approach to blended 

learning.  It was important to gather this type of data to have an understanding of the 

elements of each model and if this could impact the overall data.  

 

Question 2 – Open ended/qualitative data 

What training or CPD opportunities have key staff had access to in order to improve 

aspects of teaching, learning and assessment for blended learning models? 

Points to consider - Cross college training opportunities, external training, conference 

attendance ie Blended Learning Consortium. 

As previous research suggests there are mixed views on the effectiveness and quality of 

CPD to support with developing BL models and for teachers to start to plan and 

incorporate the strategies in teaching, learning and assessment.  The theory of good 

quality CPD leading to good quality BL models needs to be explored.  
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Question 3 – Closed question/quantitative data  

Average Achievement Data for 16 – 19 2016 – 2017  

To include - overall headline data eg: overall data for 16 - 19 Award, Certificate and 

Diploma achievements. 

The aim for this question is to identify the overall achievement data for the year 2106 – 

2017 academic year.  Although the challenge is that a concrete link between BL and 

achievement rates will have many variables, the study is the start of a journey towards 

more reliable research and study to explore a more substantial link between the aspects 

of education.  

Question 4 – Open ended/qualitative data 

Can you outline any barriers to the effectiveness of the blended learning, or equivalent 

model? 

Points to consider - staff training, learner engagement, funding, equipment 

As introduced previously through literature, internal and external components can have 

the potential to have an impact on the effectiveness of BL models. It is important to 

have the understanding of this for each organisation to identify the potential correlation 

between the effectiveness of the model and barriers that may influence the success.  

Question 5 – Closed question/quantitative data  

Staff perception – how do staff perceive the value of blended learning on student 

achievement? 

Question 6 – Closed question/quantitative data  
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Student achievement – how do you believe students perceive the value of blended 

learning on their learning and development?  

Each of these questions are planned to be rated on Likert scale devised by Renis Likert 

of 1 – 5.  1 being very invaluable to 5 being very valuable this being a semantic 

differential rating scale by placing an adjective at one end and its opposite at the 

opposite end (Cohen, at al, 2009).  This attitude scaling instrument will measure one 

thing at a time. Osgood, Suci and Tannenbaum (1957) suggest that an extra category be 

placed for ‘don’t know’ or ‘have no opinion’ this was decided against as the responses 

was important to the overall data correlation and could potentially be an important 

factor of analysis.  

An extra box was included in the survey to add any further comments, this would 

provide the opportunity for the participants to add any further information or views that 

may not have been directed by the questions already structured. Participants could also 

leave contact details if they were interested in being involved in further study.  

Sampling  

Purposeful sampling included participants being selected as a sample due to an area of 

interest and position in the organisation to be able to fully answer the survey.  Cohen et 

al (2004) explains there is no clear answer to sample sizing and is dependent on the 

focus of the project and research question.  Competence informed consent was followed 

in planning as the individuals were identified as being responsible individuals in senior 

positions in a FE organisation (Cohen et al, 2007).  

Previous introduction of the study had taken place in collaboration with members of the 

AoC and a leading university to capture an interest in the study.  From this, interested 

contacts were recorded and placed on the sample list, although these were mixed areas 
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of interest.  Some individuals consented to taking part in the study and others to have 

information of the results.  The success of a study is built upon not only the 

methodology and analysis but also the suitability of sampling strategy (Morrison, 1993).   

The range of sample participants included as introduced previously as BLC members gave 

the survey the opportunity to be shared to potentially 84 organisations.  However, the 

link to the survey would be received by a range of staff members within an FE 

organisation, so potentially the percentage that would be in a position to complete the 

form was worked out to be around 35% of the total.   

Findings and Analysis 

Analysis of data is an important stage of the study, the researcher should be clear on 

what they require from the data; this will then justify the analysis process chosen 

(Cohen, 2007).  For the purpose of this study, the researcher sought ‘to explore’ and ‘to 

discover commonalities, differences and similarities’ within the data (Cohen, 2007).  

The process of educational research takes on a process that includes different stages, 

the main and most interesting stage is drawing on data collected and identifying 

gestalts, patterns or contradictions within the data.  

The researchers’ role transferred from collection of data and organising raw data, to 

going through the process of immersing themselves identifying key themes and patterns 

to supporting literature.  As discussed previously Cohen (2007) sees this as an important 

aspect of data analysis, allowing for the researcher to become fully engaged in the 

research.  

After immersion in the data, 9 samples were chosen to be fully analysed.  This is only 

12% of the potential responses from the sampling participants.  26% of potential 

participants responded, but over 50% of these were not valid due to incomplete surveys, 
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mainly through not including the achievement data for the 16 – 19 study programmes.  

This is an important aspect of the research and although all other questions had been 

answered, the data was void.  The study had to avoid the selective use of data to ensure 

validity (Cohen et al, 2009) even if the voided data had credibility in all other aspects of 

the qualitative data, this is dependent upon the quantitative statistics for the overall 

study (Winter, 2000).  

Results of data  

Question 1 - Provide a definition of your blended learning approach or equivalent  

 

Respondent 

 

Definition 

R1 All full time courses have to have certain basic resources/materials available to students 

online either via Moodle or Google Classroom. 

 

R3 All FT learners get 20% of provision via elearning (3 hours L3, 1 hour L2). elearning is 

timetabled and dedicated area in the LRC is set aside for learners to attend. The elearning 

zone is supervised and supervisors take registers of attending learners. The zone is split 

into 4 pods and 8 minipods of computers.  Teachers are allocated time to determine what 

elearning work learners should be completing. A small team of instructional designers build 

the elearning sessions for teachers each week. 

 

R4 WE currently do not have a clearly defined model, due to recent merger. We are beginning 

a new journey and a cross college structure is being defined for 17hrs online Learning to be 

a requirement for 18/19. study. Entry 3  & Level 1 will have facilitated teaching time. 

Level 2 & 3 will be independent study. Time may be timetabled for Level 2 & 3 in libraries 

so they have facilities to use. 

 

R5 The overriding college view is that BL is an interesting alternative to the preferred 

traditional teaching model that is not clearly understood but must be available. BLC 

resources and other learning materials are available to all through the college Moodle site. 

Some curriculum areas use these resources in a structured way. Students are given 

directed study periods where for many, the only direction given is where to attend. 

 

R6 Blended Learning sessions at College are called Directed Study.  These have evolved in 

recent years from e-Learning sessions.  The majority of sessions take place in the Learning 

Resource Centre, however there are a number of other areas around the college where this 

also happens such as Breakout Areas and designated classrooms with a large amount of I.T 

facilities.  These sessions are normally facilitated by LRC staff LSP’s or Guidance and 

Support Tutors.  These sessions would primarily cover accessing Moodle or supporting 

students with CV building, job applications, UCAS etc..  All Study Programmes are 

individual to the student and Directed Study would be individual to them depending on 

their needs.  These sessions could happen in any area where a specific requirement is 

needed. 
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R7 A supervised online session that the learners can access as part of their timetabled 

sessions.  Supervised by LRC staff and tasks set by elearning team 

 

R8 Resources and tasks placed on moodle for learners to access at any point 

R9 The blended learning model is comprised of teacher planned and directed tasks that should 

link with the delivered sessions. These take place in the library and are supervised by 

library staff 

 

As shown in the table above, there are some variations of definitions and concepts of 

blended learning within the sample respondents.  Some key aspects of the definitions 

show some similarities around the use of Moodle as a virtual learning environment (VLE) 

platform, Learning Resource Centre (LRC) or library staff supervising the sessions and 

the sessions having set tasks for the learners to complete.  One main similarity that is 

shown is the lack of consistency in a true definition to the elements of a BL model.   

Although, blended learning is defined in previous literature by Bersin (2004) as training 

media, online technology and this supplementing traditional teaching methods the data 

suggests that the term blended is not being incorporated or realised and the elements 

are very much standalone components.  Respondent 5 goes even further to state ‘The 

overriding college view is that BL is an interesting alternative to the preferred 

traditional teaching model’  suggesting that BL is there to replace or be an alternate 

approach to the traditional teaching methods and delivery, not be incorporated as a 

blend to teaching and assessment.  It could suggest this could lead to the ineffective use 

of BL model as the true principles are not there in the planning and delivery stage 

making it a tokenistic approach.  

Respondent 6 states ‘All Study Programmes are individual to the student and Directed 

Study would be individual to them depending on their needs’ this is interesting in 

relation to previous literature by Vanderkam (2013) who suggests BL should be more 

‘personalised learning’ as a more holistic approach for individuals to work at their own 
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pace for optimized learning.  Is it the term blended learning that may cause confusion, 

or categorise it as standalone method of teaching.  

Question 2 - What training or CPD opportunities have key staff had access to in order to 

improve aspects of teaching, learning and assessment for blended learning models? 

 

 

 

 

44%

56%

Training for Blended Learning 
Models

External Training and
Internal Training

Internal Training

71%

29%

Types of External Organisations 
Accessed 

Accessing BLC
Materials and
Support

Accessing other
organisations
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As presented in the table above, 44% of the respondents use a blend of internal and 

external training for staff to support with continued professional development (CPD) in 

developing blended learning sessions and activities.  Respondent 6 have a very clear 

structure to internal training describing CPD as ‘College have put a considerable about 

of time into blended learning. Suggesting an importance to development for the college 

and staff and learners.  This includes giving staff remission off their normal contracted 

hours to fulfil other duties such subject coaches and e-learning champions. Internally, 

staff development days and conferences have provided sessions from internal staff and 

external guests to develop skills.  Externally the College is a member of multiple 

groups/consortiums E.g. Blended Learning Consortium, University of Hull, Digital and 

Mobile Technologies Group’.  There is a blend of internal and external influences that 

would suggest CPD opportunities are current and staff have access to the latest 

innovations and developing strategies. Interestingly this organisation reports an average 

90% achievement rate.   

An interesting aspect of this information is the use of remissions from contact 

time/timetables for teachers, interestingly only two respondent’s identified time as a 

barrier that may influence the success of BL, where only one organisation has identified 

36%

54%

10%

Types of Internal Training 

Dedicated
elearning/blended
learning team

Online resources/VLE
systems

Not identified
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they support staff with this element and incorporate extra time.  This could suggest a 

number of variables to the barriers identified and will be discussed in that section.  

Similarly, a high 71% of the respondents access the Blended Learning Consortium (BLC) 

as a significant external training package to support with BL.  Respondent 3 states that 

it is an ‘Instructional design team that attend the BLC conference’.  Although this does 

not identify if this is an eLearning team or a selection of teaching staff.  Respondent 1 

uses BLC materials alongside other learning platforms for CPD in the organisation.  As 

introduced previously the BLC has significantly developed with an extensive list of FE 

organisations joining the consortium and collaboratively working to develop BL resources 

and eLearning.  The combination of BL resources with other eLearning platforms could 

potentially produce valuable CPD although it does not identify if teachers use them 

independently or have support with training.  There is a question of how effective, 

although the resources are of good quality, if they are not understood or applied 

effectively without the correct training and development to use them.  

Respondent 2 states ‘A dedicated team of learning technologists provide group and 1-1 

training. We also bring in various product trainers occasionally.’  This suggests a 

specialist group similar to respondent 3 that are organisationally based and offer training 

for BL.   An interesting aspect from respondent 3 is an instructional designer is allocated 

to a faculty in the organisation.  This could provide a more personal and supportive role 

for those teachers that struggle with the planning of BL.  Again this organisation reports 

a 91% achievement rate.  

Question 3 – Average Achievement Data  
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Respondent 

 

Achievement Rates 

16 – 19 study programmes – 2016 – 2017 

 

R1 90% 

R2 87% 

R3 91% 

R4 87% 

R5 87% 

R6 87% 

R7 87% 

R8 86% 

R9 91% 

 

The average achievement for the group of participants is 88% all being over the national 

average of 16 – 19 study programmes at 81% for 2016 - 2017 (Gov.uk, 2018).  However 

there are two organisations identified with a significant difference of 91%.  This will be 

explored further in this section.  

 

Question 4 - Can you outline any barriers to the effectiveness of the blended learning, or 

equivalent model? 

2%

91%

2%
5%

Average achievement rates across 
Award, Certificates and Diplomas 

86%

87%

90%

91%
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Identified above is a number of factors that have been identified as barriers to the 

effectiveness of the BL approach.  A significant percentage of the factors is staff 

perception, and negative staff perception on the process and implementation of an 

effective model. Respondent 3 states that ‘Teachers don't like it. Teachers don't have 

time to design their eLearning sessions properly.  Teachers undermine the eLearning 

programme by providing negative comments to learners’.  Three distinct elements lie 

within this feedback that of negative teacher perception, time restraints and this then 

having an impact on how the learners perceive the process.  Interestingly the 

achievement data of this respondent was the lowest at overall 86% suggesting there 

could be a correlation between negative perceptions, socially learnt perceptions form 

learners and thus the impact this could have on the effectiveness of the model of BL and 

the potential benefits to achievement.  Respondent 3 also added ‘Newer teachers are 

more responsive to elearning, older teachers are very resistant. Needs concerted 

leadership to make it successful’.  This barrier was also shared by respondent 4 as stated 

‘I would say is more staff engagement than learner engagement. If you can encourage 

6

8

4 4

2

3

4A
xi

s 
Ti

tl
e

Barriers to Effectiveness 
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the staff they will encourage the students’ again, staff perception having a negative 

influence on learner perception that can impact engagement and motivation for BL 

activities.  Respondent 7 also states that staff are unwilling to buy into new concepts 

and respondent 2 states ‘lack of staff engagement is a major influence’.  The common 

denominator of staff perception is also supported by the literature, although in 

comparison to the data, time and resources were suggested as the main factors, but 

scored low in the primary research for the study. Benson et al (2011) made an 

interesting observation that showed teachers were more likely to adopt practices if they 

could observe the benefits of it beforehand.  This could suggest the commonality of 

negative teacher perception being a result of organisations and teachers not fully 

understanding the principle of BL as identified in the data from question one.  

Overview of data 

The table shows an overview of the main elements of data corresponding to the 

individual respondents.  When considering the links to achievement data it starts to look 

at the variables that may have an impact on higher achievement data, although it must 

be forgotten that this is not a concrete link it opens up areas for further investigation.  

R Definition – key points CPD Barriers Staff 

Perception  

Student 

Perceptio

n 

AD 

R1 Full time courses 

Moodle 

Google classroom 

Internal training 
BLC  
Online resources 
Training days throughout 
the year  

Staff skills 

staff perception 

IT infrastructure 

 

3 4 90% 

R2 No clear model 

Low engagement from teachers  

Internal training 

External training 

Dedicated college team  

Staff perception 

Lack of CPD 

Teacher workload  

2 3 87% 

R3 20% of provision is elearning 

Timetabled 

elearning zone 

teachers allocated time 

instructional designers build the 

sessions   

Internal training 

External training 

Dedicated college team  

BLC 

 

Staff perception 

Time 

Staff skills 

 

2 3 91% 

R4 17 hours online learning, L2 and L3 

allocated independent study, L1 

Internal training 

Dedicated college team  

IT infrastructure 

Staff perception  

2 4 87% 
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facilitated contact time, timetabled 

session in library  

 

 

Staff skills 

Lack of CPD 

R5 BL not fully understood 

alternative to traditional teaching 

methods  

Moodle 

some structured sessions  

Internal training 

Online resources  

 

Staff Perception 

Lack of resources 

Time 

Teacher workload 

2 2 87% 

R6 Take place in LRC 

facilitated by LRC staff, LSP’s or 

support tutors, primarily for CV 

building, job applications etc. 

remission off timetable for planning   

Internal training 

External training 

Dedicated college team 

Remission off timetable 

BLC  

IT infrastructure 

Staff perception 

Lack of resources  

 

4 4 87% 

R7 Supervised by LRC staff 

part of the timetable 

tasks set by elearning team  

Internal training 

Dedicated college team 

BLC 

Lack of resources  

Staff perception 

Staff skills 

Lack of CPD 

3 3 87% 

R8 Moodle 

access materials at any time 

Internal training 

 

Staff skills 

Staff perception 

Lack of CPD 

Teacher workload 

2 2 86% 

R9 Teacher planned 

directed tasks linked to classroom 

activities  

take placed in the LRC 

supervised by library staff  

Internal training 

External training 

Dedicated college team 

BLC  

 

Staff skills 

Teacher workload 
3 4 91% 

 

As seen in the above table the two highest percentage of achievements show a  

correlation between the CPD offered to staff that both include internal and external 

training, a dedicated eLearning team and also the use and support of the Blended 

Learning Consortium.  As discussed previously the SFA stated the costs of implementing 

an effective BL model would need to be focussed on the SFA stated that the initial costs 

of implementing an online or blended learning model would need to focus on 

infrastructure of staff and staff training.  It could suggest that the blend of appropriate 

internal training, complimented by external training provides CPD that teachers in these 

organisations can see the benefits of and thus influencing the perception and planning of 

a more robust and effective strategies for the learners.  However, one of the 

organisations still identify staff perception and staff skills as a barrier to the BL model.  
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Perception of the respondents are shown with feedback stating ‘only a handful of 'very 

good' engagement from teachers’  

As discussed Vaughan (2007) stated the significant difficulties and risks that could occur 

with a blended learning approach, from time for planning, lack of appropriate resources, 

teacher skills and the availability of technology to support the model. All aspects that 

have been identified in the data above.  The lack of resources, CPD and time are all 

elements as supported by Comas-Quinn (2011) that have the main control over 

successful integration of a BL model.   

One of the highest achievement rate respondents identified teachers have allocated 

time for planning for BL, this suggest the organisation see the importance and value of 

careful planning to produce suitable and not tokenistic strategies for the learners.  This 

is also observed in the element of the other highest achieving organisation where the BL 

activities are planned to link to classroom activities.  In both models there is an 

approach that seems to value the process of BL, it is understood and implemented to 

meet the needs of the learners, not viewed as a distinctly separate component.   

In comparison to this the organisation with the lowest achievement data of the sample 

group, although still above national average, has a small aspect of BL elements.   These 

are reported to be just an online resource that are there for the learners to use and 

access at any time.  No reference is made to planned study time, links to theory or how 

it is embedded into the study programme.  Only internal training is identified for CPD 

and no reference to a dedicated organisational team to support with the development 

and CPD programme is made.  The feeling of not having the same significance and value 

held for BL as the highest data achievement organisations, could suggest why data is 

lower if BL does have a significant impact on learner achievement.  Staff skills, 
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perception, CPD and workloads were all identified as barriers and this would be 

consistent with no reference being made to value being held within the organisation.   

The methodology of grounded theory allowed for the research to develop as data was 

analysed and discussed.   Completion of the literature review identified a diverse 

selection of elements linked to BL and it provided background understanding of what the 

approach should deliver and also issues with funding.    Current literature was used but 

while the literature was current it was also built upon previous findings and 

investigations (Oliver, 2004).  The review identified themes that could potentially 

influence data linking to the study title (Oliver, 2004) but as the results show there are a 

significant amount of factors evident within theory and data collection.  

One main aspect identified was the varying definitions and perceptions of what a BL 

model should consist of and how this should be incorporated into traditional teaching 

methods.  There are blurred definitions that in response seem to impact on organisations 

understanding and planning for this as identified in the primary data collected.  

Although the planned sample size was significantly larger than the actual valid data 

sample size used for the study, in reflection it provided a more concise data sample that 

started to identify and explore the potential successful or more challenging elements of 

BL approach, which can impact learner achievement.  As the purpose of the study was to 

start the journey of this discovery it now allows further research to more defined and 

specific to an aspect identified in the research.  Further research with a larger sample 

size would be required to take into this forward (Cohen et al, 2009). 

As Gillman (2004) suggests drawing on literature to support development of questions 

took place within the planning and allowed the researcher to generate a selection of 

questions to develop a context to an organisation and also allow honest and reflective 
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feedback form the individual participants.  However, as the methodology was a 

grounded theory approach the main objective was to explore and potential aspects and 

questions arising from the data collected.   

Conclusion 

Glaser (1996) supports the theory of patterns of theory emerging through data, this can 

be observed in the significant influence of teacher perception on blended learning and 

the potential influence that may have on motivation thus effective participation and 

positive outcomes of learners. The main factors identified through literature and 

primary data could suggest that teacher confidence could potentially be supported 

through a more tailored and personalised CPD programme.  If teachers do not see the 

value in a BL approach either for them, or the learners this can influence behaviour.  

The original aims of the study have been explored and primary and secondary data has 

been collected and analysed to produce further questions for investigations.  The study 

was always planned to explore different variables and open up the potential and 

possibility to future study and thus extending the journey to discover the Holy Grail.  

The study has linked the variants of definitions of blended learning with the barriers 

identified as playing a role in the success of application of models, this has then led to 

questions relating to positive achievements data.  The correlation between effective 

CPD and teacher perception on achievements has suggested a new thread of theory that 

should be explored in a specific context.  

The conclusion of the study is making the following recommendations for practice:  

Recommendations  

 Tailored CPD programmes for individuals according to previous skills  
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 A blend of an effective internal CPD programmes and access to external training 

to include the development of teaching and learning applications/strategies that 

can be used both face to face and online narrowing the perception gap that they 

cannot be blended   

 Change the view of blended learning being a separate component to a study 

programme – each face to face session must then lead to a blended learning task 

for extension or preparation 

 Plan, directed and blended activities that lead from and lead to traditional 

teaching methods to include use of applications that can be used in the classroom 

and online to blend skills  

 Further research on the specific elements of identified factors that may influence 

the success of blended learning and achievement data, in collaboration with 

partner organisations  

Recommended blended learning model developed through literature and data analysis:  

 Each session must include a similar structure to a face to face session – to include 

learning aim and objectives. 

 Each session must have a blend of independent and also collaboration with peers 

communication 

 Each session must have a teaching and learning strategy that has been introduced 

in the classroom during face to face sessions 

 Each session must have a direct link to a module being delivered showing 

relevance and links to previous or future sessions 

 Each session must include an extension, reinforcement or introduction to a 

learning aim and subject to extend, but then also open thinking from the learners 
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