A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool ‘Leuven Scale’.

In this thesis I will be analysing the Leuven scale; the Leuven scale is a five point scale which allows child care professionals and teachers to gauge and record a child’s involvement and emotional wellbeing (Learning Journals, 2023). I will be using some of my own research from observing children in a year two class, my research is based on the question ‘How does the teaching method focus groups impact on engagement?’. In addition to this, I will be analysing other studies which use the Leuven scale in their research to gain a wide perspective on who it works for and in what setting it works best; if at all. I am curious to find out if the Leuven scale can be used at different levels of depth.

The first study is from a research fellow and an Emeritus professor in Manchester Metropolitan University. Their study title is “A philosophical reflection on the “Leuven Scale” and young children’s expressions of involvement”. The study explores the term involvement to children’s experiences within foundation phase. They say that in the UK it is a popular choice of tool to use when evaluating practice, the higher on the point system from one to five the conclusion is that the provision is sufficient for the children’s development (MacRae and Jones, 2023) They present two data vignettes, one is a memory of of the fellow’s child and the other is a recording of when the fellow was a researcher in a school, with three, two-to-three year olds. From researching the Leuven scale, their conclusions are that it is a tool which can lead to the observing adults to form an ‘empathetic understanding’, as described by (Laevers, 2015). As Laevers notes, the results of administering the scale not only ‘match the intuitions of many caretakers and teachers’ but, they give them a ‘scientifically based confirmation of what they knew already’. I believe this is an important and valid point, as otherwise practitioners wouldn’t have a system to gauge the children’s engagement and emotional wellbeing, it has a structure that is useable by professionals in the child care sector. However, I did notice that their study used a memory whose purpose wasn’t to evaluate the Leuven scale but it focussed more on their premise of how practitioners might overlook small details to the eye, but that would mean a lot in the children’s progression of involvement and emotional wellbeing. This was somewhat relevant to my study, nevertheless, I used an observation schedule and narrative observation when I conducted my research. Another study which interested me in regards to the Leuven scale is a PowerPoint presentation conveying a child and pictures of five minutes, eight minutes and twelve minutes into an activity (Hunter 2016). They state the outcomes, a brief summary of the Leuven scale and how it would relate in this case. I believe they document the session well and show how a Leuven scale can be used to the best extent, rather than relying on memory afterwards the photos to provide evidence. In my opinion this document is simple in portraying that the Leuven scale can be used by child care professionals to determine the level that the practitioners provision is at, on a singular basis. On the other hand the photos don’t show the face of the child, which is something that is so telling; it would be clearer if the facial expressions were available to view. Nevertheless, I appreciate BERA guildlines must be adhered too. The conclusions of both studies is that the Leuven Scale is a good tool to use on a simple level and on a deeper level where the individual using the scale would need to adapt and think like the child to understand their thoughts and sometimes actions.

When conducting my own research I decided that, after considering the flaw of observation, I would do both methods; I created an observation schedule and observed narratively. I was allocated two days, on the first day I used the narrative method and the second I used a simple observation schedule. When creating the observation schedule I researched exemplar schedules and collated the relevant points and created my own, I completed my observation schedule after communicating with the class teacher to ensure the appropriate information was on my observation schedule. I acknowledge that there are still limitations in doing my research this way as I could still miss events that are important either because they weren’t on my observation schedule, or because when I was narrating the session I might’ve missed something then also. Both observations were done in a classroom environment, the narrative observation was done with small groups of year two children. I decided on a smaller number than in my observation group of five, as I wanted to minimise the risk of missing any important events to note. I did exclude the children from my study that I deemed as having behaviour issues or who had any mental health problems as this wasn’t my demographic. The children were completing a variety of tasks, including drawing, writing, independent reading and group discussions.

When conducting my research I found that in the first session a group of eleven year twos, of which I observed three, where quite engrossed in the activity. It was a continued activity of their adaption to the Pie Corbett story the Papaya that Spoke. The first child was throughly engaged for the ten minute session I observed them, they were a confident writer who had creative ideas. The only time their involvement in the task dimmed was when they were unsure of a spelling. The second child needed a lot of encouragement when the teacher went around the table and stopped with them, that was only when the activity seemed to get completed. They weren’t sure on a lot of the spelling of words but mainly I don’t think creative writing was in their interest. The third child was very engaged in the task, they weren’t always doing their story but they were listening to friends stories and helping to develop them. This of course lead to a conversation that was completely unrelated to the activity, but this didn’t really affect the involvement after the conversation had finished. When the teacher gave a two minute warning for break time all of the children were completely engaged to finish their sentence in the story. 
The other group’s task was to draw a building of their choice in the local town which they had walked passed as part of a class trip. I chose to observe five pupils out of the eight in the focus group, as it was for a shorter observation time of five minutes. The first child was hesitant at first, but soon delved into the task with a spark of creativity. They used a lot of details to try their best to replicate the picture of the building they chose. The second child struggled to fill the page with their drawing (as instructed) and was only minimally engaged for the five minutes, they were fidgeting with their pencil and book; not really knowing where to start. A friend who was the third child helped the second child to draw a base shape of the building which filled the page. The third child was involved throughout the whole duration of the observation, they were quite talkative but about the task which showed a high level of engagement; they even consolidated their learning by revisiting the walk they went on to help a friend. The fourth child was quite quiet and kept to themselves, they thought they had completed the task within the five minutes and seemed impatient to finish the task to move onto the next. The fifth child was similar to the third, in the way that they were very engaged for the duration of my observation and were chatty about the topic. Nonetheless, they did then go off topic with their conversation which decreased the engagement level. 
The second day I implemented my observation schedule, the activities I looked to observe was the level of involvement in 1) listening to the teacher, 2) Answering questions, 3) inter-pupil discussion, 4) writing (copying) 5) reading independently. Activity 1 – the duration was three minutes, my finding were that in a focus group all of the pupils show mid to high involvement on the Leuven scale. Activity 2 – duration five minutes, the notes made highlight that in the group of eight it was generally the same pupils answering the questions. Activity 3 – duration two minutes, I found that the pupils stick to their pairs rather that engaging with the whole group. Activity 4 – duration twenty minutes, the findings were that initially the children were very engaged and high on the Leuven scale, however as time progressed towards the end of the observation their interest declined and they were looking forward to their break time; so conversations switched to be about their social lives. Activity 5 – duration five minutes, I individually observed three pupils and the general outcome was that if a child got stuck on a word they would be distracted and then look at the illustrations in the book. 
I feel that the Leuven scale was a handy tool to have as a way of grading the involvement, but it works best when observing one child at a time – I realised this after observing the independent reading. I don’t believe that anyone can use the Leuven scale, they need to be at some level of professionalism within the child care sector to understand what involvement looks like with children in foundation phase. 
With regard to the role that ethics plays in my research I had to ensure that confidentiality and anonymity standards were met as there was no need for their identities or even attributes to be disclosed as it had no link with my research (Bera 2018). 

The most obvious finding to emerge from this study is that the Leuven scale is a good observation research tool for child care practitioners to use to determine how individuals react to their provision and gives the opportunity for the professional to then rework their provision to best suit the children they have in their care. The first study I looked at analysed in depth the need for the observing adult to ‘get into the children’s shoes’, and see things from their perspective. They said there was a need to look at the activity in a different light to see if they could identify the reasoning behind the child reacting in the way they did. In my opinion that is the best method to use the Leuven scale if you want an in depth view of the activity and how it could be better for the child; as the greater the involvement the richer the experience for the child. The second study I looked at is a more holistic way of approaching the Leuven scale, it was an observation of one child which meant that more can be observed and less might be missed. A greater amount of detail can go into the observation, I believe it would be beneficial to have a largely cross-curricular task or activity so that the individual’s strengths and weaknesses can be identified. From my own research the same conclusion is drawn, nevertheless if the professional isn’t familiar with the Leuven scale then an issue can arise with grading the involvement or wellbeing if the chart isn’t in front of the practitioner. On day one I didn’t have a copy and struggled to put down a level for the children, but on day two I had a copy and it was far clearer. It was a good choice of mine to take extensive notes to then revisit with the scale at a later date. 
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