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Abstract

The aim of this research was to explore perceptions of practitioners and parents of the
relationships between young children’s cultural capital, their physical and emotional
wellbeing and the experiences they have in early years settings in England. The study was
undertaken during the global Covid-19 pandemic, when families and early years settings
faced multiple challenges. Data collection took place during and immediately after the

second governmental closure of early years settings and schools.

This study followed a qualitative, interpretive approach to capture views from practitioners,
trainees and parents. Due to Covid-19, data collection was conducted solely online. All
participants completed online qualitative surveys. Seven practitioners then participated in
follow up episodic narrative interviews with the researcher. Through thematic analysis the
views of participants have been analysed to highlight the multi-dimensional nature of the
relationships between cultural capital, wellbeing and experiences that children have at early

years care and education settings.

This study has highlighted the importance of children’s early home experiences and the
relationships they build with their parents or main carers. Practitioners and parents
emphasised that the experiences children have at home determine whether they feel
confident and comfortable in the educational environment and that the current system sees
children labelled as difficult to manage or as having additional needs when it is that their

cultural capital is different to the entrenched expectations of a rigid education system

A new, complex synthesis of sociological and psychological theories has been developed to
conceptualize the findings. The use of the Bourdieusian theory of cultural capital (Bourdieu,

1986; 1994) has allowed for the deeper exploration of the interactions between different

8



ecological systems influencing the child (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1993). A new conceptual
framework has been developed which builds on the work of these two theorists, bringing it
into conversation with the findings of this project to propose a new way of interpreting the

influence of cultural capital on children’s bioecology.
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1: Introduction

1.1 Overview
This chapter will provide a summary of the overall aims and objectives of the project

along with an introduction to the structure of the thesis. It will begin with a statement of
subjectivity (Simons, 2009) to explain the researcher’s position within the research. This
will be followed by an introduction to the rationale behind the project and an outline of
the aims and objectives. The chapter will conclude with a summary of the structure of

the rest of the thesis.

1.2 Researcher’s Statement of Subjectivity
The researcher is a fully qualified primary school teacher, with a particular interest in

early years. They have worked in schools and private day nurseries in the West Midlands
region, although not in any of the participating settings. Through their work in settings and
previous Masters’ level research, they developed a particular interest in the way that
children’s backgrounds influence the way in which they experience education. The
inspiration for this project came from their work in schools in areas of high deprivation and

from professional discussions with other teachers and researchers.

At the time of data collection, the researcher was working as an Assistant Lecturer at the
same institution as some of the trainee participants were studying. However, the researcher

did not have any personal or professional connection to any of the participants.

1.3 Researcher Positionality
It is acknowledged by Punch (2014) and Simons (2009) that all researchers hold a

position within their research and that it is impossible to enter into a research project
without some form of pre-developed position. Therefore, it is important that researchers

are transparent in this and that their position is clearly reflected within the project. It could

15



be argued as the researcher was not a practising teacher at the time of the project and they
had never worked within any of the participant settings that they held elements of the
position of an outsider and that by taking on this position they could identify themself as the
less knowledgeable body when collecting and interpreting data (Creswell and Poth, 2018).
However, the decision was made that they should position themself as an insider as they
have previously been an early years teacher within the Birmingham authority. This is
particularly important since their ideas and prior identity as an early years teacher could
affect the way in which they interact with participants and interpret the data collected for
this project (Hammersley, 2005; Simons, 2009). In addition to this it is important to
consider that the researcher cannot be expected to separate themselves personally from
their researcher profile and, since the researcher is always central to the decision-making
processes within research, these decisions are naturally informed by the researcher’s
personality and life experiences (Bentz and Shapiro, 1996; Coffey, 1999). Consequently, it is
important that this position is reflected throughout the project. In order to make this as
transparent as possible, this has been done by following Simons’ (2009) method of
producing a clear prior statement of subjectivity in order to disclose their position. Further
to this an ongoing research journal has been maintained throughout the project in order to
document any critical incidents or conscious biases (Holly, 1989; Janesick, 1999; Simons,

2009) so that these could be considered during data analysis.

1.4 Introduction and Rationale
This project was designed to explore the links between three topical issues, namely

cultural capital, wellbeing and educational experience. The project focused specifically on
the views and experiences of parents of children aged birth to five, and practitioners and

trainee practitioners working with children birth to five from the West Midlands area. The
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study took place between 2019 and 2024, with data collection commencing early in 2021.
This period of time saw unique and unprecedented challenges faced by the early years

sector as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic.

The pandemic also placed significant restrictions on the research community, and it was
necessary for the researcher to redesign the research methods for this study in order to
comply with this. Further details about how data collection was conducted will be provided

in chapter five: Methodology and Methods.

Successive governments and many charities in the United Kingdom and worldwide
have focused on children’s physical and mental wellbeing (Barnardo’s, 2019; Department for
Education, 2023; The Children’s Society, 2023). Research by The United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO] (2021) reported that 250 million children
worldwide are out of school and that they face considerably greater wellbeing challenges
than their peers who are in full time education. This suggests a positive relationship
between access to education and maintaining good levels of wellbeing for children.
Inequalities that begin in the early years have a detrimental effect upon children’s long-term
attainment and wellbeing and children with health inequalities are more likely to become
adults with similar problems (Marmot, 2010; Marmot et al., 2020a). This highlights the
important role of early years education and care settings in minimising inequalities, not just
for children whilst they are young but also for safeguarding their long-term potential. This
study is therefore focused upon early years settings working with children aged between
birth and five years old. This project was conceived and begun prior to the start of the Covid-
19 pandemic but with the inevitable influence of the pandemic upon wellbeing of both

adults and children, this project has taken on an additional layer of meaning and adds to the
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rapidly expanding body of international research looking at the influence of Covid-19 upon
child mental health and wellbeing (Canning and Robinson, 2021; Dudovitz et al., 2022;

Idoiaga Mondragon, 2021; Kurz et. al., 2022; Owens et. al., 2022).

Whilst there is existing research which has analysed the increasing issue of health
inequality in society (Marmot et al., 2010; Mattheys, 2018) and in children (Collishaw et al.,
2019; Fairchild, 2019; Field, 2010; The Children’s Society, 2023), there is very little research
focusing on the relationship between cultural capital, children’s wellbeing and their
experiences in early years settings in this way. Although some reports such as The Marmot
Review (Marmot et al., 2010), Health Equity in England: The Marmot Review 10 Years On
(Marmot et al., 2020a) and The Good Childhood Report (The Children’s Society, 2023) briefly
comment upon the role of educational settings in addressing social inequality, there is little
focused evidence from early years settings and no direct reference to cultural capital.
Therefore, it was intended that by focusing specifically on early years settings within one
region an in-depth exploration of the relationships between wellbeing, educational

experiences and capital specifically in the first five years of a child’s life could be conducted.

1.5 Choice of Terminology

1.51 Cultural Capital
When considering the terminology to use for this study, the researcher explored

multiple possibilities. This study focuses primarily upon the ways in which a child’s socio-
economic status influences the cultural capital that they build (Bourdieu, 1986; 1994). Socio-
economic status has, historically, been established using household income as a measure
(Wilkinson and Pickett, 2006; Hobbs and Vignoles, 2010). However, previous research has
shown that socio-economic background is established through a complex combination of

factors (Evans and Mellon, 2016; Jerrim, 2013; Kraus, Park & Tan, 2017) rather than simply
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on income or occupation alone. This is underpinned by the sociological theories of Bourdieu
(1986; 1994) which suggest that social status is developed through a process of social
reproduction and that a person’s experiences and opportunities are more influential that

their financial position.

For this project the researcher was keen to ensure that participants considered all
aspects of children’s social background and therefore the decision was made to refer to
cultural capital as opposed to socio-economic status. Furthermore, this study was concerned
with the experiences of children from all social backgrounds, not only those from
disadvantaged backgrounds, hence the decision to refer to the different cultural capital that

children possess, rather than social inequality, social disadvantage or poverty.

Bourdieu (1977; 1986) used the term cultural capital to collectively refer to the skills,
experiences and knowledge that an individual has built, and which enables them to function
within a specific environment, or field. It has been argued that cultural capital is concerned
only with the engagement in “highbrow tastes” (Edgerton and Roberts, 2004: 194) and acts
somewhat as a status symbol. However, it is suggested by Lareau and Weininger (2003) that
this simplistic definition does not fully explain and represent Bourdieu’s original ideas and
that it fails to acknowledge the interdependence of cultural capital and technical and
cognitive skills. Lareau and Weininger (2003) and Edgerton and Roberts (2004) argue that
cultural capital encompasses the understanding and application of cultural practices,
institutional processes and the ability to acquire the relevant social and behavioural skills
needed to function within a specific field. This definition brings together the concept of
cultural capital and the development of skills, something which is key in this project.

Therefore, this broader and more inclusive definition of cultural capital has been used for
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the purposes of this study. Further consideration of cultural capital and associated terms is

given in Chapter Three — Working with Theory.

1.52 Wellbeing
Whilst it is argued that there is no clear definition of what child wellbeing consists of

(Raghavan and Alexandrova, 2014), the decision to use this term was made by the
researcher in order to encompass the holistic development of the child. This study is
concerned with the relationship between the child’s cultural capital and their holistic
development as a human being, as well as the way in which they experience early education.
Therefore, for the purpose of this study, the following broad definition of child wellbeing

proposed by UNICEF (2007: 1) has been adopted:

“Their health and safety, their material security, their education and socialization,
and their sense of being loved, valued, and included in the families and societies
into which they are born.”

This encouraged participants to talk about both mental and physical health as well as
developmental stages, all of which contribute to the holistic development of the child.
Further consideration of the term is given in Chapter Two, Section 2.23: Defining and

Theorising Child Wellbeing.

1.53 Play and Educational Experiences
Considerable thought was given to the terminology chosen to describe the

educational aspect of this study. The use of the word ‘play’ was considered as a way to
describe the opportunities that young children have to explore and explain their world
(OHCHR, 1989). However, the definition of play is open to much interpretation and criticism.
Murray (2018) suggested that whilst play is encouraged by many early childhood educators
and researchers it is difficult to clearly define what is meant by the word. This is because

historically play has had great significance placed upon it by key early childhood theorists
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such as Froebel (1826), Montessori (1916) and Piaget (1945) but each one presented play in
a different way and placed value upon different elements of play. Furthermore, in
contemporary literature early childhood specialists (e.g. Gleave and Cole-Hamilton, 2012;
Kelly, Sharpe and Fotou, 2022; Moyles, 2015; Nash, 2018) support the historical value of play
but acknowledge that opportunities for children to play are declining and that play is
increasingly undervalued as a concept by early years practitioners and society as a whole.
When carrying out the online survey phase of the project it became clear that many of the
participants of this study hold a linear and simplistic view of the concept of play which is
consistent with the idea of play being undervalued (Gleave and Cole-Hamilton, 2012; Kelly,
Sharpe and Fotou, 2022; Moyles, 2015; Nash, 2018) and the findings of contemporary
research by Murray (2018) and Walsh and Fallon (2021). Therefore, the decision was made
to refer to the ‘ways in which children experience early years settings’ in order to provide a
more comprehensive and inclusive term to cover all aspects of children’s experiences, not
just the simplistic elements of play recognised by many practitioners and parents. This
change in terminology prior to the commencement of the interview phase of data collection

encouraged practitioners to discuss broader themes related to the children in their settings.

1.6 Aims and Objectives of the Study
This study aimed to explore the multi-faceted relationships between children’s

cultural capital, their holistic development and the experiences they have of early years
education. This was carried out through the lens of early years practitioners, trainee
practitioners and parents of children aged between birth and 5 years. The study aimed to
capture the views of the participants and to use them to explore how children’s cultural

capital (Bourdieu, 1986; 1994) influences the position they hold within the education field of
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play and the way in which their micro and macrosystems support them in accessing early

education opportunities (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1993).

The study addressed the following research questions:

1. How do practitioners and parents perceive the way in which cultural capital
influences the wellbeing of children aged birth to five?

2. What perceptions do practitioners and parents have about the way in which cultural
capital influences children’s interactions with their different ecological systems in the
early years?

3. How do practitioners and parents perceive the relationship between the Covid-19

pandemic and children’s cultural capital, wellbeing, and early years experiences?

1.7 Outline of Chapters
The thesis will be presented in eight chapters. The next chapter will consider the existing

empirical literature on the topic. Chapter three will outline and justify the theoretical
perspective adopted for this study, followed by the policy context for the study in chapter
four. Chapter five provides the rationale for the methodology and methods chosen for the
project. Chapters six and seven are concerned with the presentation of the findings from the
online qualitative survey and the in-depth interviews. Finally, in chapter eight there is a
discussion of the findings, the existing literature, policy and the theoretical underpinning,

culminating in recommendations for practice, policy and future research.
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2: Existing Literature
2.1 Introduction

As outlined in the previous chapter, striving for social equity, and promoting children’s
wellbeing and early years education have been a focus of successive governments, to
varying degrees, since New Labour in 1997. This political discourse, which will be further
explored in chapter four, has led to some very significant pieces of research being published
in this area over the last 27 years. In this chapter some of the most influential and relevant
pieces of literature from this time period will be presented and discussed. In order to select
relevant literature a comprehensive search was undertaken of the following databases:
British Education Index (BEI)
Education Resources Information Centre (ERIC)
Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts (ASSIA)
Community Care Inform (Child)

Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL)

Web of Science

Due to the multi-dimensional nature of this project, multiple searches were carried out
on each database to find the most relevant papers. An initial search including all the key
areas of the project was carried out to highlight any papers which focused on the same
areas. However, no relevant search results were found on any database using all the key
words. Therefore, it was decided that the key words needed to be split into multiple
searches to find appropriate literature. The following searches were carried out on each

database:
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1. Wellbeing AND early years

2. Cultural capital AND wellbeing
3. Early years AND cultural capital
4. Wellbeing AND early years AND social background
5. Wellbeing AND early years AND play

6. Early Years AND social background AND opportunities

The following Boolean strings were used for each
search term:

Wellbeing OR well-being OR health

“Early years” OR “early childhood” OR “birth to
five” OR “0-5” OR “nursery” OR “pre-school” OR
“foundation stage” OR “early education”

“cultural capital” OR “Social class” OR “social
inequality” OR “social background”

“opportunities” OR “play” OR “experiences” OR
“activities” OR “learning”

Figure 1 Search terms and Boolean Strings used in literature search

Following these searches any duplicate papers and papers published before 1997 were

removed from the search. The selected papers were then subjected to thematic analysis

using Nvivo software to create the following themes and sub-themes.

Theme Major Theme Sub-Themes
Number
One Definitions and Income as a method to measure Social Background
Measures Using Free School Meals to measure Social Background
Defining and Theorising Child Wellbeing
Using Leuven Scales to Measure Wellbeing
Two Austerity, Income and | Disadvantage and Family Mental Health
Health Disadvantage and Children’s Mental Health
Food Insecurity and Wellbeing
Reproduction of health inequalities through activity choices
Three Social Background and | Social Background and Cognition
Early Learning Inequalities of Educational Opportunities
Experiences Forming an identity
Four Protecting Against Mitigating the effects of adversity through pro-social behaviour
Adversity Play as a determinant for long term health
Practitioner perspectives on poverty
Practitioner Understanding of Children’s Social and Emotional Development
Employing specific interventions
Five Social Background and | Social Background and infant mortality
Home Environment Social Background and Family Migration
Parenting Skills
Parental Involvement in learning
Six Applications of Social Use of Cultural Capital, Habitus and Field
Reproduction Theory International Perspectives on Habitus, Field and Ecological Systems
and Ecological Systems
Theory
Seven Covid-19 The Unequal Effect of Covid-19 on Employment
Covid-19 and the Home Environment
Covid-19 and Children’s Development and Wellbeing
Disadvantaged Children’s Lived Experience of Covid-19

Figure 2 Themes and Sub-themes arising from literature search.
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2.2 Definitions and Measures

2.21 Income as a Measure of Social Background
Family income levels have historically been used as a key indicator of social background

when conducting research (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2006; Hobbs and Vignoles, 2010). This is
particularly the case when assessing school performance and distribution of pupils from
different socio-economic groups within schools (Gorard, 2012) with the Department for
Education [DfE] relying heavily on the use of free school meal eligibility data to analyse
deprivation within school communities (Gorard, 2012; Hobbs and Vignoles, 2010). Research
related to the accuracy of using these factors as a measure of inequality and deprivation will

be discussed here.

In secondary research conducted by Wilkinson and Pickett (2006) 155 peer reviewed
reports were analysed in order to discuss the potential links between income inequality and
health. The papers were categorised as being wholly supportive, partially supportive, or
unsupportive of the hypothesis that income and health are linked. It was found that only 8
of the papers were unsupportive of the hypothesis. However, the authors reported that
whilst there is an inherent link between income and health that does not necessarily act as
an accurate indicator of social status. The paper discusses the other factors that may
contribute to social inequality, such as education, power and status but does not include
these in the analysis of the peer reviewed reports. Wilkinson and Pickett (2006) conclude
that income is the most accurate way to assess social inequality since it is the most

comparable variable across the world.

Despite this, more recently Stewart and Roberts (2019) conducted an analysis of 251

responses to a UK government consultation on child poverty measurement. Stewart and
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Roberts (2019) reported that despite 88% of respondents suggesting that income should
remain an important marker when assessing social background, household income was
scrapped in 2015 by the UK Government as a marker when assessing child poverty levels. Of
the remaining 12% of respondents, Stewart and Roberts (2019) reported that the majority
believed that income should form part of the measure of social background but should not
be an overriding factor. They reported that one of the main concerns for relying upon
income as a marker was that household income does not accurately reflect standard of
living since the cost of living varies considerably across the UK. However, despite this
Stewart and Roberts (2019) reported very clear support for the continuation of the use of
income as a marker, either as a dominant marker or as part of a multi-dimensional
approach. They suggest that this could be due to a significant history of using income as a
poverty marker but also acknowledge, like Wilkinson and Pickett (2006) that income is easily
comparable and so provides a good statistical measure to be compared across the UK and

worldwide.

2.22 Using Free School Meals to Measure Social Background
Gorard (2012) conducted research using secondary data from the Annual School

Census [ASC] and the Pupil Level Annual School Census [PLASC] to explore whether using
free school meals eligibility is an accurate measure of child poverty in England. They
highlighted that free school meal entitlement is purely measured on household income and
eligibility for certain means tested benefits and therefore gives a very simplified
interpretation of the wealth of families with children at school. The data from PLASC
showed that whilst 11.5% of key stage four pupils were entitled to free school meals there
was a large percentage of pupils whose data was ‘missing’ regarding free school meals

(10.2%). Gorard (2012) acknowledges that some of these pupils are young people attending
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fee paying schools and who are therefore not eligible but there is also another group of

pupils who are not represented by the data.

Research by Hobbs and Vignoles (2010) and Kounali et al. (2008) reported further
problems with using free school meal eligibility as a measure of deprivation. Hobbs and
Vignoles (2010) conducted research using data from the Family Resource Survey to analyse
whether free school meal eligibility is an appropriate proxy for family income and
deprivation. Kounali et al. (2008) used a more comprehensive data set comprised of three
sources, PLASC, the National Pupil Database and data from the Hampshire Research with
Primary Schools project. The particular emphasis of both these pieces of research was to
assess the relationship between the free school meal status of children and their family
income levels to discover the extent to which children who are eligible for free school meals
live in families with the lowest incomes. Hobbs and Vignoles (2010) reported that whilst, on
average, pupils taking up free school meals live in families with lower incomes than those
who don’t take them up there is a significant overlap in the range of incomes of families
who are eligible and those who are not. In support of this it was reported by Kounali et al.
(2008) that families who sit close to the eligibility threshold are crudely placed into one
category or the other and families who may be experiencing significant disadvantage may
be categorised as non-disadvantaged due to their income being only a few pounds over the
threshold. Consequently, it is reported that there are children eligible for free school meals
whose family socio-economic position is more favourable than some children who do not
meet the eligibility criteria. Kounali et al (2008) also reported that the eligibility of a child
changes through their time at school and so for families with fluctuating incomes this can

mean that the data on free school meals is not always accurate.
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It is concluded by both Hobbs and Vignoles (2010) and Kounali et al (2008) that using free
school meal entitlement alone is not an accurate assessment of family socio-economic
status or level of deprivation and in particular it cannot be used to accurately assess

inequality across family households due to the significant overlap of incomes.

It is reported that free school meals eligibility is being widely used by government
departments and independent researchers as a measure of deprivation. However, any social
policy analysis or school performance data produced using information based on free school
meal status will be subject to inaccuracy due to a large percentage of missing data and the
overlap of family incomes (Gorard, 2012; Hobbs and Vignoles, 2010; Kounali et al., 2008).
Whilst these papers are useful when considering the inaccuracy of using free school meal
data to measure poverty it is important to highlight that the data used by Gorard (2012) in
particular is based solely upon pupils in key stage four and that no analysis of pupils in
younger years took place. Another vital consideration is that although Hobbs and Vignoles
(2010) and Kounali et al. (2008) included data from younger children, free school meals
cannot be a measure for children who are younger than compulsory school age.
Furthermore, even those that are in their first years at school (Year R to Year Two) are now
entitled to universal free school meals which means that the income data for those year
groups is limited. Consequently, although free school meals data is used widely as a
measure of poverty and inequality, for the purposes of the current project this is a wholly
inappropriate measure due to the lack of data for the age group concerned and the

limitations highlighted here.

2.23 Defining and Theorising Child Wellbeing
Wellbeing has been a priority for health and social policies for successive

governments in many countries around the world. However, in research carried out by
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Raghavan and Alexandrova (2014) it is argued that there is no clear definition of what child
wellbeing actually consists of. Their research highlighted that there has been considerable
work carried out to produce multiple methods to measure wellbeing, including the United
Nations Children’s Fund paper (UNICEF, 2012) which has 13 domains of wellbeing by which
to measure a child’s wellbeing levels and the Child Indicators of Life and Development
project [CHILD] which produced 38 national indicators grouped into four main areas (Rigby
et al., 2003). Raghavan and Alexandrova (2014) propose that although there are theories
relating to wellbeing more generally, there are no specific theories to help to define child

wellbeing.

This is supported by research by Lewis (2019) and Street (2021) who also report that
current theories relating to wellbeing are focused on adult wellbeing rather than children
and Street (2021) suggests that child wellbeing should be seen as a separate concept,
distinct from that of human wellbeing and adult wellbeing. Lewis (2019) suggests that
current wellbeing theories cannot, and should not, simply be translated to children because
children have their own unique way of interacting with the world and their level of
understanding of different emotional and social concepts is vastly different to that of an
adult. Therefore Lewis (2019) advocates the use of a multi-disciplinary approach to
theorising child wellbeing in order that all the different elements that are unique to children

can be considered in an age-appropriate way.

2.24 Using Leuven Scales to measure Wellbeing
Practice in UK early years settings is often influenced by Leuven scales of wellbeing

and involvement (Laevers, 1998). Laevers proposes that young children’s wellbeing at any

given moment can be measured using a five-point scale and that alongside a further five
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point scale to measure involvement in an activity these scores can be used to determine a

child’s overall likelihood of engaging in deep level thinking and learning (Laevers, 1998).

Using Leuven Scales has been suggested as a welcome move away from more
traditional methods of measuring performativity and cognition (Robert-Holmes, 2015).
However, there has been much criticism of this method of assessing wellbeing (Bates, 2019;
Hunkin, 2018; Lee, 2019; MacRae and Jones, 2023). MacRae and Jones (2023) suggest that
the use of a linear scale, with little consideration of the wider influences upon a child’s
wellbeing actually serves to feed into the growing culture of performativity and the
importance placed upon school readiness. It is also suggested that the Leuven scales are
increasingly being used to measure the effectiveness of provision within settings rather than
the wellbeing of individual children, thus further feeding into the neoliberal agenda of

performativity and surveillance (Bates, 2019; Lee, 2019; MacRae and Jones, 2023).

MacRae and Jones (2023) make particular reference to children from disadvantaged
backgrounds for whom there are anxieties around school readiness and suggests that for
these children the use of Leuven scales risks becoming a monitoring activity. Similarly, in
research by Whalley (2017) and Vincent and Maxwell (2016) it is reported that in some
settings Leuven Scales are used to encourage parents to participate in their child’s learning
and that the use of them in this way places pressure on parents and perpetuates the

discourse of negative parenting principles.

2.3 Disadvantage, Health, and Activity Choices

2.31 Disadvantage and Family Mental Health
Qualitative research undertaken by Mattheys et al. (2018) focused on the effects of

social inequality and disadvantage on mental health outcomes within one area of North East

England with a high level of deprivation. Whilst this research does not focus specifically on
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children it considers the mental health of people of all ages within Stockton on Tees.
Through conducting interviews with residents already experiencing mental health problems
and key stakeholders in the community, Mattheys et al. (2018) reported that there is a clear
social gradient for mental health as well as physical health and that the more affluent you
are the better your health tends to be. Through qualitative interviews with residents from
both the most deprived areas and the least deprived areas of Stockton on Tees, Mattheys et
al. (2018) found that feeling financially insecure was a clear factor in the worsening mental
health of most people living in the most deprived neighbourhoods. This finding was also key
in secondary research carried out by Duffy (2013) using government published data relating
to cuts in spending on welfare since 2010. This research reported that not only does feeling
financially insecure contribute to the worsening of mental health problems, the government
cuts to welfare and the introduction of penalties such as the bedroom tax have further
added to the stresses felt by the most deprived households (Duffy, 2013). In support of this,
Mattheys et al. (2018) also reported that people living in deprived neighbourhoods were
most affected by the funding cuts and austerity highlighted in chapter four: Policy Context.
This, according to Mattheys et al (2018) and Duffy (2013), has widened the gap between
those in the most and least deprived neighbourhoods and has had a negative effect upon
the mental health of those in the most deprived areas. Additionally, Mattheys et al. (2018)
reported that people from the most deprived neighbourhoods faced barriers to
participating in social and cultural activities because of being unable to afford them or being
unable to travel to the areas where the activities were on offer. This was highlighted by one
participant as a problem for their children as well as themselves and the participant
commented on the declining mental health of their whole family due social activities being

out of reach for them. These studies, whilst focusing on all ages, provide an important
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insight into the potential relationship between social inequality and mental health which is a
key factor in the general wellbeing of both children and adults. However, it is important to
note that the study by Mattheys et al. (2018) only focuses upon one area of one region of
the UK and so cannot be relied upon to provide a general view of the situation across the
nation. In addition, the research carried out by Duffy (2013) was carried out on behalf of the
Campaign for a Fair Society and therefore the findings are disproportionately weighted
towards finding fault in the government systems as opposed to necessarily presenting a

balanced picture of the country as a whole.

2.32 Disadvantage and Children’s Mental Health
Research carried out by Collishaw et al. (2019) focused more specifically upon the

mental health of children from disadvantaged backgrounds across three population cohorts
using the British Child and Adolescent Mental Health Surveys in 1999 and 2004 and the
Millennium Cohort Study in 2012. Whilst the study was of a quantitative nature it
highlighted that, on average, children from low-income backgrounds have significantly
greater mental health difficulties than children from more financially stable families. The
prevalence of mental health conditions in children under the age of eleven has increased
from the levels reported in 1999 across all socio-economic groups but it appears that the
mental health gap between children from the most and least affluent families is also
growing. However, as acknowledged by Fairchild (2019) in his paper highlighting the work of
Collishaw et al (2019), since the research is purely quantitative it failed to uncover the
underlying causes for such a radical increase in child mental health conditions. Fairchild
(2019) reported that one of the causes may be an increase in waiting time to receive
support from the Child and Adolescent Mental Health service which results in conditions

worsening prior to treatment commencing and therefore it is necessary for children to
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undergo more complex and longer treatment programmes. However, Fairchild (2019) also
calls for more research to be carried out to uncover the complex reasons behind the
increase in child mental health diagnoses in order that interventions can be planned to

mitigate the mental health inequality.

Despite not addressing the reasons behind the increase in child mental health conditions
Collishaw et al. (2019) reported that since children who have been diagnosed with mental
health conditions are more likely to become adults with mental health conditions, it is

important that this growing issue is tackled.

The negative relationship between financial difficulty and mental health issues is also
reported by Kirby, Wright and Allgar (2019) in their study of a subset of the ‘Born in
Bradford’ cohort which involved mothers and educators of 636 children aged 4-5 years old.
Mothers and educators completed a series of questionnaires about family circumstances,
child development and behaviour which were then quantitatively analysed. Kirby, Wright
and Allgar (2019) report that children from families where the mother reported financial
difficulties such as being behind with household bills were less likely to reach the expected
level of development for literacy or physical development at the end of the early years
foundation stage. Kirby, Wright and Allgar (2019) suggest that this could be due to children
having less access to activities which promote physical development and literacy skills and
that this can have a direct influence upon their mental health. However, in contrast to
Mattheys (2018), Collishaw et al. (2019) and Fairchild (2019), Kirby, Wright and Allgar (2019)
acknowledge that poor mental health may, in some cases, actually be the cause of children’s
lack of engagement in activities and that children with poor mental health may choose not

to access activities rather than being precluded due to financial pressures. In addition Kirby,
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Wright and Allgar (2019) also report that a child’s attachment to their parents or main
caregivers is a greater indicator of mental health than the family financial position and that
a child who lives in a warm and loving environment with financial problems is less likely to
suffer poor mental health than a child who lives in an affluent family but without the

warmth and care from their parent or carer.

2.33 Food Insecurity and Wellbeing
The number of emergency food parcels handed out by Trussell Trust has risen by

120% in the last five years and the number of parcels handed out to children has risen by
132% over the same period (Trussell Trust, 2023). Food insecurity has been a significant
issue for people living in deprivation for many years but, as the data from Trussell Trust
illustrates, food poverty is rising in all areas of the UK, and it is affecting children more than

ever before (Trussell Trust, 2023).

In earlier research by Lambie-Mumford and Green (2017), data from Trussell Trust
from several years of provision was utilised alongside governmental deprivation data to
analyse the effect that austerity has had on food bank usage. Lambie-Mumford and Green
(2017) concluded that the welfare reform decisions made by the coalition and Conservative
governments had an influence on the rise in children accessing food banks due to food
insecurity. They reported that a steep increase in food parcels for children was seen from
2010 onwards, which is the time at which the coalition government began to make changes
to the welfare system. The most recent data from Trussell Trust shows that numbers have
continued to rise and Trussell Trust report that this is potentially due to the combination of

a steep rise in the cost of living and the Covid-19 pandemic (Trussell Trust, 2023).

Knight, O’Connell, and Brannan (2018) carried out a European project involving

families in deprived neighbourhoods in the UK and Portugal and more affluent families living
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in Norway. The project sought to explore food poverty in the three different settings
through qualitative interviews with parents and adolescents aged 11-15. Knight et al. (2018)
report that young people in deprived neighbourhoods in the UK often skip meals or feel
hungry and that parents regularly go without food to feed their children. This inevitably
leads to an increase in health issues within people living in deprived areas in comparison to
those in more affluent neighbourhoods (Knight et al., 2018). Furthermore Knight et al.
(2018) report that families living in food poverty are more likely to rely upon frozen foods,
processed food and high energy, low nutrient choices such as white bread and pasta. This
also contributes to an increase in risk of cardiovascular disease, diabetes, obesity, and other

related health conditions (Knight et al., 2018).

The link between food poverty and poor food choices is echoed in research carried
out by Lovelace and Rabiee-Kahn (2013) to investigate food choices made by mothers from
low-income backgrounds when feeding their pre-school children. Lovelace and Rabiee-Kahn
(2013) report that mothers are more likely to choose pre-prepared, packaged baby and
toddler foods because they perceive them to be safer, healthier, and cheaper than feeding
young children meals made from scratch. Lovelace and Rabiee-Kahn (2013) also explain that
several of the mothers in their study held misconceptions about the levels of sugar and salt
in foods that they had purchased for their child, and many admitted to not checking the
nutritional information before feeding their child but being guided more by brand and price.
Lovelace and Rabiee-Khan (2013) report that mothers are governed by the cost of food and
that many find convenience and frozen foods cheaper and more readily available in their
local communities which leads to them relying upon them. However, some mothers in
Lovelace and Rabiee-Kahn’s (2013) study do report that Healthy Start vouchers had helped

them to provide their child with a greater variety of fruit and vegetables and that they felt

35



their child had benefitted from them. Unfortunately, half of the participants in the study
reported that they did not claim Healthy Start vouchers because they had found it too
difficult, meaning that their children were missing out on the benefit of fresh fruit and
vegetables from the scheme. Further to this, only three mothers reported that they were
giving their children the free multivitamins that they were entitled to, with several parents
suggesting that their children didn’t need them and others expressing anxiety about giving

their child something they didn’t know enough about (Lovelace and Rabiee-Khan, 2013).

2.34 Reproduction of Health Inequalities through Activity Choices
In research by Wiltshire, Lee and Williams (2019) it is argued that in order to truly

understand the influence that inequality has upon the choices and experiences of young
people it is important to consider both the structural inequalities in society and the
undesirable behaviours that are present in individuals. Wiltshire et al. (2019) recruited
participants aged 13-14 to explore the relationship between physical activity, social class,
and health. Wiltshire et al (2019) sampled four different schools and recruited 29
participants across the four schools. Participants’ social class was defined using free school
meals status which, in itself may cause inaccuracies in data due to some eligible pupils
failing to be registered, an issue highlighted by Gorard et al. (2003). However, despite this
possible inaccuracy, Wiltshire et al (2019) present evidence to suggest that the level and
type of activity that teenagers participate in is, in part, dependent upon their social class
background. Furthermore, Wiltshire et al (2019) acknowledge that the opportunities for
physical activity available to young people from less affluent families are different to those
available to wealthier pupils but also, and perhaps more importantly, the perception of
certain activities and the uptake of opportunities is different depending on the pupils’ class

backgrounds. In addition, Wiltshire et al. (2019) conceptualise their findings through the
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theories of Bourdieu with a particular emphasis upon “habitus” (Bourdieu, 1994 p.63) and
the idea that young people are more likely to participate in activities that have a place and
are popular within their own community or “habitus” (Bourdieu, 1994 p.63). Therefore,
although the study by Wiltshire et al (2019) explores a very different, specific area of
education and deals with pupils of a different age range, many of the ideas and the
theoretical framework which they selected could equally be applied to the play

opportunities and experiences of young children in early years settings.

2.4 Social Background and Early Learning Experiences

2.41 Social Background and Cognition
As discussed in the Chapter Four, the correlation between poverty and children’s

early educational attainment has been a focus of social policy for successive governments
albeit to varying degrees. This policy has been informed by multiple pieces of research, all
suggesting that children who live in socially disadvantaged families are less likely to meet
the expected levels of cognitive development (Blanden et al, 2007; Collishaw et al., 2019;
Field, 2010; Gregg and Macmillan, 2009; Sammons et al., 2004). Furthermore, there has also
been research by Schoon et al. (2012) and Kiernan and Mensah (2009) which specifically
considers the effect of persistent, long term social disadvantage upon children’s cognitive
ability in comparison to children who experience brief, transitory periods of disadvantage.
Both Schoon et al (2012) and Kiernan and Mensah (2009) found that persistent poverty had
a greater negative effect upon children’s cognition than multiple transitory periods of
disadvantage spread throughout early childhood. The research carried out by Schoon et al
(2012) and Kiernan and Mensah (2009) utilised the data collected from the second and third
sweeps of the Millennium Cohort Study and focused specifically upon children’s

development at age 3 in relation to their experience of social disadvantage which therefore
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limited the evidence of the influence of social disadvantage on long term cognition.
However, in research by Dickerson and Popli (2016), which utilised the same MCS data but
included data for the children at age three, five and seven years, a pattern of longer-term
negative correlation between social disadvantage and lower cognitive scores is reported.
Dickerson and Popli (2016) report that children who have been in persistent poverty
throughout their first seven years on average score 20 percentile points lower than their

peers who have not experienced poverty.

In research by Sullivan, Ketende and Joshi (2013) the same set of MCS data is used to
analyse cognitive scores at age three, five and seven. Sullivan et al. (2013) agree that
children living in less socially advantaged families are more likely to have lower cognitive
scores than their advantaged peers. However, Sullivan et al. (2013) also consider in their
research the different ways in which disadvantage can be measured. They report that
household income as a measure of disadvantage has less of an influence upon children’s
cognitive scores whereas parental education and occupation showed stronger correlation
with children’s cognitive development. It is suggested by Sullivan et al. (2013) that this
shows that cognitive development is driven by cultural and educational resources more than
material resources. They also highlight that although parents play a vital role in child
development, they cannot overcome all the barriers caused by social class and low levels of

parent education (see parental involvement section).

2.42 Inequality of Educational Opportunities
In a large-scale project conducted by UNICEF (Innocenti, 2018), data was collected to

investigate educational inequalities in the 41 most affluent countries worldwide of which
the UK is one. UNICEF reported that in 16 of the 29 European countries included in the
study, children from the poorest fifth of society had lower attendance rates at early years
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settings than children in the richest fifth of society. The UK was reported to have the fourth
largest difference between the percentage of children in the poorest fifth attending an early
years setting (under 60%) in comparison to their more affluent counterparts (over 80%).
UNICEF also reported that children from disadvantaged backgrounds on average score lower
on reading assessments and children from families where parents have a poor vocabulary
are likely to develop a limited vocabulary themselves, regardless of the educational
opportunities available to them (Innocenti, 2018). This suggests a high level of influence
from family background upon children’s likely outcomes both in the early years and in their

continuing education.

The longer-term effects of such inequalities are discussed in several recent research
papers focused on addressing societal inequality (Bynner and Heinz, 2021; Melhuish, 2014;
Pickett, 2014). Bynner and Heinz (2021) focused upon the effect of long-term inequality on
adolescents within Europe and reported that experiencing inequality throughout childhood
not only influences performance at school but also often prevents children and young
people from developing the skills required to become fully functioning adult members of
society. Bynner and Heinz (2021) suggest that this is due to disadvantaged children living in
households where these skills are not consistently modelled by the adults around them and
living in environments with high levels of stress and uncertainty. This leads, according to the
research by Bynner and Heinz (2021) to adolescents experiencing lower levels of self-
esteem, higher levels of anxiety and being less able to make and maintain positive
relationships. This view is echoed by Melhuish (2014) and Pickett (2014) who both suggest
that the development of social and emotional skills is reliant upon a secure, stable and

loving home environment and therefore children from disadvantaged backgrounds
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sometimes require ongoing and intensive support from the state which places additional

pressure upon an already stretched welfare system.

2.43 Forming an Identity
Stirrup, Evans, and Davies (2017) suggest, in research exploring play pedagogy and

social class, that children are deeply influenced by the perceptions and judgements made by
their peers and their care givers both at home and in their early years settings. Their
research involved three early years settings in England and was a qualitative project
involving ten months of ethnographic fieldwork. Findings are presented which suggest that
despite the development of government policies intended to address the social inequality
faced by some children such as Sure Start and funding for vulnerable two-year-olds, the staff
perceptions of children from disadvantaged backgrounds and the expectations put upon
them are largely different to those put upon children from more affluent backgrounds.
Furthermore Stirrup et al. (2017) argue that a child’s identity is constructed through
conscious and subconscious influences and that simply offering alternative play
opportunities and attempting to create inclusive play environments does not address the
subconscious bias of many early years educators. Based upon observations in several
settings, research by Reay (2004) and Stirrup et al. (2017) suggests that children who cannot
or choose not to access the rich play opportunities made available to them are interpreted
as ‘odd’ or ‘difficult’ and staff were observed suggesting that their home environment and
background was one of the contributing factors to them being ‘difficult’ to manage in the
setting. Ethnographic research carried out by MacClure et al. (2012) reported evidence that
supports this finding by Stirrup et al. (2017). MacClure et al. (2012) used discourse analysis
and poststructuralist theory when observing within four reception classes in England to

analyse the reasons why some children gain a reputation for being difficult to manage.
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Whilst this research did not focus specifically on social class, in the findings of the project
MacClure et al. (2012) acknowledge that children’s social backgrounds are integral to the
reputations that they develop in school.

Furthermore, Stirrup et al. (2017) continue to emphasise that children from more
affluent backgrounds often have the opportunity to engage in a rich variety of experiences
and build wide ranging skills which means that those children are better placed to engage in
play in early years settings whereas the opportunities available to disadvantaged children
are much more restricted so when they are then exposed to a wider range of opportunities
in their early years setting they do not have the skills to be able to access them. Stirrup et al.
(2017) conclude that practitioners need to become better skilled in supporting
disadvantaged children in developing a wide range of skills and the conscious and
subconscious categorisation of children as ‘good’, ‘odd’ and ‘difficult’ needs to be addressed
in order to make progress towards tackling the effect of social inequality on early years
experiences.

This research adds to works by Flouri et al. (2018); Kiernan and Mensah (2009) and
Melhuish (2004) which suggests that children from disadvantaged backgrounds are more
likely to display physical behaviour traits which lead to them being labelled with behavioural
difficulties or as being disruptive. In contrast, recent research has shown that some children
from disadvantaged backgrounds are able to mitigate the effects of such disadvantage
through the development of pro-social behaviour traits (Armstrong-Carter et al., 2021; Carlo

et al., 2018; Elias and Haynes, 2008; Flouri and Sarmadi, 2016) (see 2.51).
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2.5 Protecting Against Adversity

2.51 Mitigating the effects of adversity through Pro-social Behaviour
There have been multiple studies conducted in the United States of America

investigating whether children who are born and raised in neighbourhoods with low socio-
economic status can mitigate the effect of adversity through the development of good pro-
social skills (Carlo et al., 2018; Elias and Haynes, 2008; Flouri and Sarmadi, 2016). Work
carried out in the United Kingdom on this subject is limited to one project completed by
Armstrong-Carter et al. (2021) using the data from the Born in Bradford cohort. Armstrong-
Carter et al. (2021) used data from standardized teacher assessments of children’s pro-
social behaviour and cognitive development at three intervals between the ages of four and
seven years old, alongside the local government data available on neighbourhood socio-
economic status. Armstrong-Carter et al. (2021) reported that there was a direct correlation
between living in areas with low socio-economic status and achieving low cognitive scores in
early childhood. However, this was only the case for children who also scored low scores on
the pro-social behaviour assessment. Armstrong-Carter et al. (2021) found that children
who had well developed pro-social behaviours were not affected by the socio-economic
situation of their neighbourhood and could still achieve high cognitive outcomes. They
suggest that this may be due to the positive effect of children working together and learning
from one another and that forming close relationships with peers may help children to
better cope with stresses associated with living in a low socio-economic area. Armstrong-
Carter et al. (2021) advocated that nurseries and schools, particularly those with high
numbers of children from deprived areas, should place greater focus on developing social
and emotional literacy in order to protect children from the negative effects of living in

areas of low socio-economic status.
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2.52 Play as a Determinant for Long-term Health
Neilsen (2020) conducted a review of literature relating to the importance of play

experiences and concluded that high quality, play based primary education is needed as it is
a determinant of long-term health and wellbeing. He reported that within education more
emphasis should be put upon play and playful activities since they carry great importance
for developing cognition and learning skills which in turn will be key to securing long term
good health and wellbeing outcomes. Whilst Neilsen (2020) acknowledged that securing
children’s health and wellbeing is important for the functioning of society, he focused upon
the social and developmental benefits of childhood play and the subsequent impact that
this has upon the long-term wellbeing of the individual. Neilsen (2020) argued that for
children to be able to take full advantage of the experiences offered by the education
system they must first learn to play and through this also learn to interact socially, speak
and listen and share resources with others which is a view supported by MacClure et al.
(2012). He argues that these skills are the foundations of being able to function effectively in
society and can therefore have a direct influence on the long-term life chances of a child.
Neilsen (2020) drew upon the ideas already discussed of Wilkinson and Pickett (2006), and
those of Marmot (2005) (see Chapter Four: Policy Context) in relation to the complexity of
social inequality. Neilsen (2020) agreed that social inequality is created by more than simply
an inequality of wealth. Neilsen (2020) highlighted Wolf and De Shalit’s 2007 idea that
“fertile functionings” can improve a person’s capability to overcome social inequality and

deprivation.

Furthermore, based on the Capability Theory devised by Sen (1992), Neilsen (2020) set out
three key elements of play provision necessary in order to ensure that children have the

capability to access and benefit fully from the experiences on offer to them. He argued that
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children need access to an appropriate play space, to sufficiently authentic activities and to

a safe and supportive environment in which to play.

2.53 Practitioner Perspectives on Poverty
In a qualitative exploration of practitioners’ views on how pre-school children

experience poverty, Simpson (2013) reported that early years educators have internalised
the troubling neo-liberal coalition policy (see chapter four — policy context) rhetoric of
poverty being the responsibility of the individual and something that can be remedied by
changing one’s behaviour. Simpson (2013) reported that early years leaders in the poorest
region in England, the North East, suggested that parents were responsible for their children
living in poverty and that parents’ low aspirations for their children in the future are to
blame for the cycle of poor children becoming poor adults. Simpson (2013) also reported
that practitioners encouraged activities focused on developing parenting skills and
improving parental engagement because they believe that a lack of engagement is one of

the main causes for children living in deprivation.

In contrast, in research by Lyndon (2022), where early years practitioners are
encouraged to share their own experiences of poverty and disadvantage it is reported by
some practitioners that some families find themselves in poverty through no fault of their
own. However, Lyndon (2022) reported that the findings suggest that fathers who find
themselves in poverty are more likely to be looked upon sympathetically than mothers and
that people are more likely to suggest that the mother is to blame for the situation.
Furthermore Lyndon (2022) reported that some practitioners themselves considered that
they had experienced disadvantage at some point during their lives. She reported that these
participants were all keen to avoid the use of the language around poverty and they were
also more likely to align themselves to the neoliberal discourse highlighted previously where
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individuals are responsible for their own situation. Lyndon (2022) suggested that this shows
a reluctance to be associated with the perceived stigmatisation attached to poverty as a
concept but also a wider misunderstanding of the complexity of the relationship between

poverty and family life.

2.54 Practitioner Understanding of Children’s Social and Emotional Development
Children’s social and emotional development is prioritised in government policy (see

Chapter 4: Policy Context). However, there is a relatively small body of existing research
which specifically considers the understanding of practitioners in the context of supporting

children’s social and emotional development.

Work by Page and Elfer (2013) focused upon the concept of attachment as an
important factor when supporting children’s social and emotional development. Page and
Elfer (2013) conducted interviews with early years practitioners to explore their perceptions
of the importance of attachment. A positive link was reported by participants in the Page
and Elfer (2013) study between secure attachment and good levels of social and emotional
development in children in the early years. Page and Elfer (2013) conclude that practitioners
value the relationships that children have with their main caregivers and acknowledge the

importance of these relationships upon their social and emotional development.

In contrast a 2013 study by Aubrey and Ward, which also collected the views of early
years practitioners, focused upon the behaviour displayed by children in early years settings
as an indicator of their social and emotional development. The study found that
practitioners felt that low level disruption and difficulties with concentration and listening
skills were the most significant markers in children with social and emotional development
difficulties. Aubrey and Ward (2013) reported that practitioners felt that these difficulties

are most likely at the beginning of the school year when children are yet to learn the
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expectations and routines of nursery or school. This suggests a link between the
understanding of the unwritten rules of the education system and children who possess
different capital to that which is expected by the system (Bourdieu, 1977). This idea is

discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3: Theoretical Perspectives.

More recently, a 2019 study by Seaman and Giles which involved semi-structured
interviews with early years practitioners focused on practitioners perspectives on
supporting children’s social and emotional wellbeing as a strand of their overall social and
emotional development. This study reported that whilst some practitioners felt confident in
their understanding of social and emotional wellbeing being a reference to happiness,
health and satisfaction, others were confused about the meaning of the term and lacked
confidence in supporting children’s social and emotional wellbeing (Seaman and Giles,
2019). It was reported by Seaman and Giles (2019) that practitioners believed that
supporting children effectively was reliant upon positive relationships between the child and
their parents and between the early years setting and the child’s family. It was suggested by
some participants in the study that poor relationships is the main factor when observing low
levels of social and emotional wellbeing. Furthermore, several practitioners reported that
they felt that their own emotional wellbeing and stress levels had a direct influence upon

the social and emotional wellbeing of the children in their care (Seaman and Giles, 2019).

2.55 Employing Specific Interventions
Whilst there is little research specifically focused on the links between social

inequality, wellbeing and early education of young children in the UK, internal research
carried out by The Institute of Health Equity was reported by Morrison et al. (2017) to find
that interventions carried out in the early years of a child’s life have the most impact on long
term child development which supports the ideas presented by Marmot (2010) (see Chapter
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Four: Policy Context). However, the research by Morrison et al. (2017) was focused on
interventions carried out in a range of European settings as opposed to specifically
considering UK interventions. Consequently, as much of this research was conducted in
Eastern European countries it could be argued that the needs of the children and families in
these countries are different and therefore the study has limited relevance in the UK.
However, the study did include two projects undertaken in Northern Ireland as a
representation of work in the UK and the results from these projects were largely similar to
those in the other countries and supported the idea that intervening in the early years is the
most beneficial in terms of addressing inequalities and their relationship with child
development (Morrison et al, 2017). Many of the interventions featured in the report are
focused upon working with disadvantaged families to improve parenting skills. Morrison et
al. (2017) reported that such interventions, when carried out regularly, can have a positive
influence upon children’s early development. This further supports the neoliberal ideas
around poverty which were discussed in the previous sub-section. Interventions such as
these provide targeted support for specific families but fail to consider the structural
societal issues which contribute to more widespread inequality. Therefore, it could be
argued that, whilst Morrison et al (2017) reported that the interventions were effective,
their effectiveness is only felt by the specific families chosen to access the support, rather

than being a wider societal change to improve the life chances of all children under five.

2.6 Social Background and Home Environment

2.61 Social Background and Infant Mortality
Within a wider project exploring child health more generally using a range of

government data, The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health [RCPCH] (2020)

reported that 30% of children in the UK are living in poverty after housing costs and that
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7.8% of children live in persistent poverty. The RCPCH (2020) report explains that social
deprivation has an influence on many different areas of child, infant and maternal health.
They report that although infant mortality rates have slowed over the last 40 years, social
status and levels of deprivation have a direct impact upon the levels of infant mortality with
maternal deprivation being one of the most common risk factors for infant mortality. RCPCH
(2020) reported that this is due to maternal deprivation increasing the likelihood of the
presence of co-morbidities such as smoking during pregnancy, poor nutrition, low uptake of
breastfeeding and lack of understanding of safe sleeping techniques. RCPCH (2020)
recommend as a result of their project that the government should re-emphasise the policy
focus on the first 1000 days of a child’s life in order that all parents are supported to ensure

children are given the best possible care in their infancy.

This is further supported by Taylor-Robinson et al. (2019) in their project which
analysed the Annual Vital Statistics data for the number of live births and infant deaths from
2000-2017 for 324 local areas and each local area was then assessed against the 2015
Indices of Multiple Deprivation. Taylor-Robinson et al. (2019) found that although levels of
infant death fell in all areas between 2000 and 2013, from 2013 to 2017 there was a sharp
increase in deaths during infancy in the two most deprived quintiles. They reported no such
increase in the most affluent quintiles thus causing a widening of the gap between the most
and least affluent areas of England and Wales. However, this research is purely quantitative
and uses secondary data which means that it is limited to the data available from the
secondary source. Therefore, this project does not consider the reasons why infant
mortality may have increased in the most deprived areas of England and Wales over this

period.
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It is important to consider that RCPCH (2020) also reported that social deprivation is linked
to the death rate of all children under the age of 18, not just to infant mortality. They
presented data to highlight that the death rate of children under the age of 18 living in the
most deprived neighbourhoods in Wales are 70% more likely to die than those living in the
most affluent areas. Whilst this data only accounts for one of the countries in the United
Kingdom, RCPCH (2020) suggested that this is likely to be representative of the situation
across the UK as a whole. RCPCH (2020) report that the increased risk of dying during
childhood is linked inextricably to maternal and infant health and that improving the child
mortality rate would be best tackled through interventions to improve maternal health

during pregnancy and infant health in the first 1000 days of life.

2.62 Social Background and Family Migration
Research carried out by Condon and McClean (2016) focused on the perceptions of

migrant families in relation to securing their child’s health and wellbeing. Their research
involved focus groups with parents of children under five who had migrated to the UK
within the last ten years from Romania, Somalia, Poland, and Pakistan. Condon and
McClean (2016) reported that parents from all four countries suggested that they believed
ensuring financial security for their family was the most influential factor to ensuring their
child’s health and wellbeing. Parents from three out of the four countries stated that the
reason for moving to the UK was to improve the life chances of their children since they
believed that the UK prioritized the health and wellbeing of children by offering free
education and healthcare. However, this was contrasted by reports that many of the
parents suggested that the opportunities for their children to play freely outdoors and
access to healthy food was better in their home countries. All parents agreed that the

security of their child’s health and wellbeing in the UK was directly influenced by their ability
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to find employment, despite many of the participants having qualifications from their home
country equivalent to A Level or higher. Condon and McClean (2016) report that the biggest
concern for parents from Somalia and Pakistan was that their children did not have access
to outdoor space in the same way as they would have done in their home country because
in the UK they had to live in flats or small houses with little or no garden due to their

financial insecurity.

In contrast, a quantitative study by Jayaweera and Quigley (2010) analysing the
trends in health of mothers with children under one who have migrated to the UK reported
that ethnicity has more influence upon any health inequality experienced by migrants than
socio-economic factors such as employment status and income. They presented data to
suggest that female migrants from White minority ethnic backgrounds were statistically
more likely to report both physical and mental health problems but were also the most
likely migrants to be working. However, they also acknowledged that women from Pakistani
and Bangladeshi backgrounds were more likely to suffer from a lack of ante-natal care.
Jayaweera and Quigley (2010) reported that these backgrounds are the most likely to be
socio-economically deprived and therefore there may be a link between socio-economic
status and health in these communities although this was not explored further within this
project. Furthermore, it is acknowledged that other factors such as access to transport,
language barriers, access to support and information and cultural beliefs and traditions
(Jayaweera et. al., 2005; Jayaweera and Quigley, 2010) need to be considered and therefore
it is not possible to conclude that health inequalities are exclusively caused by either
ethnicity or socio-economic status of migrants but rather it is implied that all these factors
contribute to the multi-dimensional influences upon health in migrant minority ethnic

groups.
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In an international context research by Mitchell and Kamenarac (2021) was carried
out as part of a larger project exploring the sense of belonging for refugee families when re-
settling in New Zealand (Mitchell et al., 2020). The study by Mitchell and Kamenarac (2021)
used rights-based framing to focus specifically on the position that young child refugees
hold within the policies of New Zealand government. Mitchell and Kamenarac (2021) argued
that whilst government policy details the provision made for refugees it does not
consistently take into account the cultural capital that refugees bring with them from their
home countries. They argue that policies such as the Reception Programme, which suggests
that refugees are not given a choice of where they are placed following their initial six week
placement at the resettlement centre, do not take into account the importance of shared
culture and values because many refugees find themselves in neighbourhoods with no one
from their home country (Mitchell and Kamenarac, 2021). Furthermore, they reported that
the policy encourages refugees to integrate into New Zealand practices and cultures with a
“sense of urgency” (Mitchell and Kamenarac, 2021 230) that does not allow for an extended
period of transition from life in a different country with often very different expectations
and culture. This perpetuates a feeling amongst refugee families of insecurity and a sense
that they don’t belong within their new community since there is an expectation that they
will quickly find work, become financially independent and live unsupported in a community
for which they need to develop completely different aspects of cultural capital to the capital

they required in their home country (Mitchell and Kamenarac, 2021).

The study by Condon and McClean (2016), whilst focusing specifically on migrant
families, highlights the importance of financial security and the potential effect that financial
insecurity can have on children’s wellbeing. In addition, the study by Mitchell and

Kamenarac (2021) emphasises the negative influence that a rushed resettlement
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programme and the subsequent insecurity felt by many families can have on the sense of
belonging felt by refugees. Therefore, whilst this study has a different focus, it is an
important finding to note when exploring the relationship between cultural capital and
wellbeing. However, it is also important to acknowledge the multi-dimensional factors
highlighted by Jayaweera et al. (2005) and Jayaweera and Quigley (2010) when considering

the more complex nature of migrant families and health and wellbeing.

2.63 Parenting Skills
Recent research undertaken by Hayes et al. (2018) in the United Kingdom was mainly

concerned with the individual influence of parents and suggests that increased parental
involvement and improvements in parenting skills would improve the long-term potential of
their children as opposed to exploring ways in which society could contribute to the
improvement of children’s life chances. This approach aligns with the problematic political
discourse present since New Labour (see Chapter Four: Policy Context) suggesting a deficit
model where parents living in less economically advantaged circumstances are deemed
automatically to need support to become good parents and that they are responsible for
any inequality their child might face (Ball, 2008; Reay, 2009). In line with this, Hayes et al.
(2018) suggested that the cognitive outcomes of children in the early years and beyond are
associated strongly to parental involvement at home and the provision of rich learning
opportunities in the home environment. Hayes et al. (2018) argued that these opportunities
are provided more consistently by parents from middle- and upper-class backgrounds as
opposed to working class families and therefore children from the higher social classes
achieve better outcomes at the end of their early years. However, Hayes et al. (2018) failed
to address the many societal inequalities that may impact upon the parents’ ability to

provide such activities and simply focuses upon the need to improve the parenting skills of
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working-class parents, a strategy also widely employed by the government through

initiatives such as Sure Start.

Conversely, Sullivan et al. (2013) cites evidence from Sylva et al. (2004, p5.) and Allen
(2011, p. xiv) which suggests that what “parents do is more important than who they are"
but suggests that although the political discourse is very much focused upon parental
involvement, parents are affected by social inequality and this inequality not only affects
what they do but also what resources they have to support their child. Sullivan et al. (2013)
used secondary data from the Millennium Cohort Study to analyse whether social class has
an impact upon cognitive scores achieved at age 7. Sullivan et al. (2013) report that whilst
social class and parental education have a direct impact upon children’s attainment,
parenting behaviours only have a small effect on the scores achieved by the children, thus
supporting the idea that inequalities in society are an important factor to consider when
attempting to reduce inequalities in education. Whilst this study is useful in that it supports
the idea that societal inequality has an impact upon children’s development it is important
to consider that this is a quantitative study which analyses the presence of different factors
and the child’s cognitive score. Therefore, this study does not consider other factors which
may be present and affecting the child at the time of the test or explore the possible
reasons for the inequality. Furthermore, this research is focused specifically upon the
academic outcomes for children as opposed to the child’s holistic development and

therefore offers a useful but different perspective to consider.

2.64 Parental Involvement in Learning
A key piece of research by Hornby and Lafaele (2011) highlighted that parental

involvement in children’s learning is key for children to reach their full potential. However,
the same research also reported multiple barriers which prevent parents from becoming
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fully involved in their child’s learning. Hornby and Lafaele (2011) proposed a model whereby
these barriers were categorised into four main areas: individual parent and family barriers,
child factors, parent-teacher factors and societal factors. The social background of a family
features in all four of these key areas as a potential reason for a barrier forming (Hornby and
Lafaele, 2011). In a follow up project by Hornby and Blackwell (2018) it was reported that
there continue to be many barriers to parents becoming involved, although some schools
felt that parents were more involved than they had been previously primarily due to a
bigger focus on parental involvement in school policies and initiatives. Hornby and Blackwell
(2018) carried out qualitative research involving 11 primary schools and reported that seven
of the participant schools had changed their policies or introduced new initiatives within the
preceding five years. Four types of barriers were identified by Hornby and Blackwell (2018),
three of which (individual parent and family barriers, parent-teacher factors, and societal
factors) were the same as those in the original research by Hornby and Lafaele (2011). One
of the key barriers which eight of the 11 schools identified was parents’ own educational
experiences and their attitudes and perceptions of school (Hornby and Blackwell, 2018).
Hornby and Blackwell (2018) reported that several participants suggested that families from
disadvantaged backgrounds were often most affected by this because parents had often
had a negative experience of education and that parents from disadvantaged families were
often loathed to participate because they were worried that the teacher, or other parents,
might judge or criticise them. However, in the follow up project Hornby and Blackwell
(2018) concluded that although the barriers still exist schools were, overall, better prepared
to support families to encourage engagement and parental involvement was more of a

priority in all eleven schools than it was previously.
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Similar findings were reported by Sime and Sheridan (2014) in their study of parental
engagement from disadvantaged parents within early childhood education settings in one
local authority in Scotland. Sime and Sheridan (2014) found that parents had high
aspirations for their children and valued the early education centres because they
understood the importance of good foundations for longer term learning. However, Sime
and Sheridan (2014) also reported that early years educators had explained that the
parents’ own negative educational experiences often prevented them from fully engaging in
the parental engagement activities, echoing the evidence from Hornby and Blackwell
(2018). Sime and Sheridan (2014) also reported parents’ concerns over not being able to
provide their children with the range of activities and experiences that more affluent
families can afford due to financial difficulties or due to the parents lacking the cultural
capital and confidence required to access such opportunities. Parents in Sime and
Sheridan’s (2014) research reported that they found the early childhood education settings
a useful source of support and information and that some settings also helped to develop
community classes and groups which they enjoyed accessing. This suggests that although
there are clear barriers to parental engagement for deprived families, early years settings
can help disadvantaged parents to gradually become more confident in engaging with their
child’s learning through the provision of support and activities which develop their social

and cultural capital (Sime and Sheridan, 2014).

2.7 Applications of Social Reproduction Theory and Ecological Systems Theory in an
Early Years Context

2.71 Use of Cultural Capital, Habitus and Field
Although Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus and field were traditionally applied

to secondary schools and higher education institutions (Bourdieu, 1977;1984; Bourdieu,
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Passeron and de Saint Martin., 1994) there is an increasing body of research which applies

these concepts to the early years context.

In a study by Brooker (2002), which explored the social inequalities experienced by
children starting school, it is reported that the education system fails some children due to
not being set up to support children from a wide range of social backgrounds. Brooker
(2002) identified that three key components of capital are important when predicting
whether a child will be successful within the education system. These three components are
the family’s language and communication skills, the educational experiences of the parents,
in particular the mother, and whether the home environment is literacy rich (Brooker, 2002).
In line with Bourdieu’s (1977) thinking, Brooker (2002) suggested that each child has an
individual habitus, based upon the capital that they have developed at home and that for
some children their habitus matches that of the school but for others their habitus is very
different to the expectations and routines of the “exclusive western view of childhood”

(Brooker, 2002: 163) upon which the UK education system is based.

This idea is supported by ethnographic research carried out by Lareau (2003) who
explored the role of social class in the development of children’s capital and habitus and the
influence that this can have upon children’s educational experiences. She reported that the
experiences young children have of social situations and the social class system within the
UK has a key role in perpetuating the inequities within the education system (Lareau, 2003).
Lareau (2003) attributes this link to the different types of capital that are developed by
children from different social class backgrounds and the importance of a child’s capital being
aligned to that of the education system. Lareau (2003) explained that children from

advantaged backgrounds are more likely to develop capital which is well aligned to the
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expectations and values of the education system and therefore those children are more

likely to succeed within the system.

Research by Gregory et al. (2004) specifically focused on literacy education and the
role of capital in the attainment gap between children from different social classes. Gregory
et al. (2004) carried out ethnographic research in three early years settings to explore
whether social class, and more specifically the capital which children from different
backgrounds hold, influences the children’s experiences of learning to read and write.
Gregory et al. (2004) reported that the teaching of literacy in the three schools was markedly
different. The school located in a middle-class area was more likely to invite parents to
participate in shared learning and actively encouraged children to draw upon their home
experiences, including asking them to bring cultural items from home to act as prompts for
their writing (Gregory et al, 2004). Therefore, it was reported by Gregory et al. (2004) that
the children were supported in making connections between their prior experiences, their
capital, and the new concepts being taught at school, thus creating a shared cultural
knowledge between home and school. However, Gregory et al. (2004) also noted that it is
possible for schools to overcome the potential inequities faced by children from less
advantaged backgrounds. Gregory et al. (2004: 85) reported that one teacher in their study
created a culture within the classroom which “defied existing paradigms of social class,
capital and early school success” through the pedagogical choices they made and their lack
of expectation that children start school having had specific experiences or with

underpinning knowledge of specific concepts.

2.72 International Perspectives on Habitus, Capital and Ecological Systems
Work by Clarkin-Phillips (2016) utilises a synergy of social reproduction theory

(Bourdieu, 1977) and ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) to explore social
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inequity within New Zealand Kindergarten environments. Clarkin-Phillips (2016) focuses
upon the view that education is a phenomenon constructed and controlled by the dominant
group (Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; 1990). Clarkin- Phillips (2016)
conducted a case study of a Kindergarten community within which the majority of families
were from a low socio-economic background. She collected data using multiple methods
from practitioners working in the setting and families who accessed the provision. Clarkin-
Phillips (2016) argued that the capital held by the senior practitioners in the setting acted as
the catalyst for change in transforming the kindergarten from a setting at risk of closure to
one which holds significant value within the local community. Furthermore Clarkin-Phillips
(2016) suggested that whilst families experienced a clear mismatch between their habitus
and that of the setting, the acceptance of families and the affordances offered by
practitioners were key factors in minimising the mismatch and the time it took for families to

feel a sense of belonging at the kindergarten.

In further work by Clarkin-Phillips (2018) she proposed that despite the widely
accepted view that one’s habitus is formed by deep seated family values, experiences and
processes it is possible for a child to form a secondary habitus. This is particularly important
for children from backgrounds where their primary habitus does not match the expectations
of the education system. Clarkin-Phillips (2018) suggested that in these cases children need
to be supported by specific pedagogy which helps them to form a secondary habitus which

enables them to function effectively within the school setting.
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This supports the work by Gregory (2004) which suggested that practitioner attitudes
and decisions can directly influence the experiences of all children and the sense of
belonging they feel within their early years setting regardless of their home background.
Both Clarkin-Phillips (2016; 2018) and Gregory (2004) reported that it is possible for children
to transcend the barriers of their primary habitus but that this is reliant upon specific
pedagogical decisions made by practitioners who are fully informed and knowledgeable
about the influence of cultural capital, habitus and field upon the educational experiences of
young children. This is particularly important to note in the context of the current study
since practitioners and parents were asked about their experiences in relation to children
from different backgrounds being able to equitably access early years provision. More
discussion of this is provided in the research findings and discussion chapters (see chapters

six, seven and eight).

2.8 Covid-19

2.81 The Unequal Effect of Covid-19 on Employment
There is an increasing body of research suggesting that the Covid-19 pandemic and

associated lockdowns have contributed to a widening of the gap between the financial
situation of the least and most affluent households in the UK (Andrew et al., 2020a; Blundell

et al., 2020; Curtin, O’Shea and Hayes, 2022; RCPCH, 2020; Trussell Trust, 2023)

In research carried out by Blundell et al. (2020) it is reported that there was a
significant disparity in the percentage of lone mothers who had their employment affected
by Covid-19 lockdowns and the percentage of parents from two parent households who
experienced the same issues. Blundell et al. (2020) report that almost 40% of lone mothers,
most of whom were employed in lower socio-economic status roles, were engaged in work
in sectors that were closed during lockdown. This is in stark contrast to 34% of mothers in
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couples and just 23% of fathers. Blundell et al. (2020) also report that mothers were less
likely to be able to work from home, meaning that mothers, whether lone or in a couple,
were more likely to experience unemployment or loss of income due to lockdown. These
findings are echoed in another study, conducted by Andrew et al (2020a), using data from
the UK Household Longitudinal Study. Andrew et al. (2020a) report that parents from lower
socio-economic groups were more likely to experience loss of income and mothers from
lower socio-economic groups were the most likely of all to face either temporary or
permanent unemployment as a result of Covid-19. Andrew et al. (2020a) report that over
50% of working parents from the lowest socio-economic group continue to work outside of
the home, in contrast to just 25% of mothers and 19% of fathers in the higher socio-
economic groups. This, as suggested by both Blundell et al. (2020) and Andrew et al. (2020a)
had a direct influence on parents’ availability and ability to support their children with home