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	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	As an introduction, you could possibly reinforce the assignment question regarding challenges and opportunities to teaching and learning which would perhaps clarify the content of your introduction from the start.

	Targed/Target 2
	To provide counterarguments as well as supportive or progressive arguments throughout each aspect of your response, keeping it clear and concise.


	Targed/Target 3
	A stronger conclusion referring to the QTS standards in line with your professional development and summarising key points raised within the assignment.



How effective is outdoor learning and play on pupil engagement? 
Introduction
According to researchers at Swansea University, outdoor learning has improved student attitudes towards learning and overall well-being for both staff and students (Swansea University, n.d.). This commentary will examine the effectiveness of outdoor learning by making observations of three students in reception for three-minute intervals using the Leuven Scale. According to Learning Journals, the Leuven scale is a five-point rating system, created by Ferre Laevers, that helps educators, nursery workers, and childcare specialists assess a child's emotional health and engagement. Early childhood education is a critical time for the concept of emotional well-being and involvement since it protects a child's emotional development while promoting engagement in learning (Learning Journals, 2021). During the observations, the aim is to recognise whether the pupils have higher engagement when learning outdoors. This commentary will also provide an opportunity to discuss the environmental factors that could hinder or advocate engagement levels. For the context of the research, twenty-six learners in reception were allowed to play and explore in the outdoor provisions, which they call the garden, including a mud kitchen, hula hoops and balancing toys, a maths and music area and further equipment for them to create games. Three of the twenty-six children were chosen at random to observe for three minutes each, totalling nine minutes overall. 
Literature Review 
The National Association for Outdoor Education (1980) (cited in D Harvey, 2012) defined outdoor learning as “a means of approaching educational objectives through guided, direct experience in the environment using its resources as learning material” (Harvey, 2012). According to Bird (2007) (cited by Dr Sarah-Anne Munoz, 2009), the relationship between human health and outdoor activities and access to green spaces has been the subject of recent studies. Modern health concerns, like rising obesity and stress rates, have prompted medical and physiological specialists as well as social scientists to investigate how the outdoors and natural areas might help with certain health issues. To improve public health, policymakers have also begun to promote outdoor exercise. For instance, general practitioners are increasingly endorsing workout regimens that resemble "green gyms" (Muñoz, 2009). This has also been acknowledged by Solly (2008) who states that early childhood educators, as well as the learning and development of young children today, firmly acknowledge the advantages of outdoor learning. She goes on to say that spending three hours each day outside in the fresh air is beneficial for both physical and cognitive health. Merely spending time outdoors enhances a child's health, social and emotional development, immunity, sight, hearing, and neurodevelopment, as well as physical and cognitive growth at their rate (Solly, 2022). In their blog (2023), PGL argues that learning comes to life when students spend time outdoors, allowing them to actively participate in the material rather than merely read about it (PGL, 2023). Furthermore, as cited in Goldberg’s research (Goldberg, 2020), Fagerstrom and Blom (2012) suggest that learning in nature has many advantages, such as increasing students' retention of the material, enhancing their concentration, lowering their stress levels, and enhancing their physical health. Kaplan’s Attention Restoration Theory (ART) (1989, 1995) implies that spending time in or observing nature might help reduce mental exhaustion and increase focus. The brain's ability to concentrate on a particular task or input is limited, leading to "directed attention fatigue." According to ART, being in natural settings promotes easier brain function, which enables the brain to heal and regain its capacity for focused attention. Four characteristics of the natural environment, in Kaplan's opinion, are necessary for it to have this restorative effect; extent (the ability to fully engage with the surroundings), being away (as a means of escaping routine activities), soft fascination (elements of the surroundings that naturally draw attention), and compatibility (people must be willing to experience and value their surroundings). However, it is unknown how much actual evidence exists to support the notion of ART, even though it is a term that is frequently mentioned in the literature (Prof Garside, 2023). 
However, how Laevers (2012) defines "involvement," concerning the Leuven Scale, questions the efficacy of outdoor learning in advancing student development. "Involvement," according to Laevers (2012), is the state in which a child is "engrossed by an activity." This implies the requirement for a single focus point, yet it can be very challenging to sustain in a new or altered environment, according to evidence. The outdoors constantly disrupts one's ability to focus by their very nature. Furthermore, it is important to foster students' happiness. According to Laevers (2012), a child cannot learn until they feel secure in their surroundings. This is because certain children may feel insecure in unfamiliar situations and are therefore less likely to participate in any activity with joy (Reynolds, 2018).
Methodology 
During the observations, the Leuven scale will provide opportunities to measure the levels of involvement that children exhibit in early education settings. According to MacRae and Jones (2020), it is becoming more popular in the UK as a "tool" that practitioners can use to assess quality in their environment. Using an observational scale ranging from 1 to 5 enables early childhood educators to measure a child's level of engagement in a self-selected activity. Each level on the scale has a description; level 5 indicates the highest level of commitment, and level 1 the lowest. Higher degrees of involvement can be used as indicators of higher quality provision, according to the concept of the scale (MacRae and Jones, 2020). According to Learning Journals, the Leuven Scale's observational basis and emphasis on the child as the centre of their learning are two of its main benefits. It has been repeatedly demonstrated that observation and observation-based learning are the most successful approaches to teaching early childhood development. The Leuven Scale makes sure that the approach avoids becoming a "one size fits all" instructional strategy that can be applied to any kid by focusing on the child and their mental, social, and emotional well-being. It makes professionals flexible and responsive to the demands of a child. However, a primary critique of the Leuven scale is its inadequate consideration of children with specific educational needs or disabilities. Children with Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND), especially those who are non-verbal, frequently lack or do not exhibit the behaviours included in the scale (Learning Journals, 2021).
The observations will also be non-participant observations, meaning, with this approach, one can gain an understanding of an occurrence by immersing in the community or social structure under study while remaining outside of the observed actions (Better Evaluation, n.d.). This method of observation has advantages and disadvantages. The advantages are that it enables researchers to view events firsthand and make decisions based on their observations of body language and that, since researchers are outsiders looking in, they are less likely to feel sympathy and create biased data, which allows them to be more open-minded. However, non-participant observation can result in the Hawthorne effect, when individuals behave differently when they are aware that they are being watched. Furthermore, Accurate results could be difficult to obtain when seeing from a distance (Windsor, 2016).
 Discussion and findings 
According to the British Educational Research Association (BERA) document for Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2024), every educational research project should be carried out with an ethical regard for people, knowledge, the environment, academic freedom, and the standards of educational research. BERA states that they believe that researchers should uphold an “ethic of care” for all parties involved in educational research. Furthermore, BERA states that consent principles apply to both adults and children. For people under the legal consent age in the context or culture, this is known as assent. Researchers should thoroughly consider all options for supporting potential participants who may be difficult to expect to consent voluntarily to participate in the study due to their age, capacity, or other factors. Moreover, conducting ethical research necessitates the proper handling of participant data. Researchers ought to acknowledge that each participant has a right to privacy, as do the institutions. This could entail utilising pseudonyms, anonymization, or "fictionalising" techniques in reporting; when doing so, researchers should provide a thorough justification for their decisions. Along with this, educational researchers should conduct their work with respect for all parties involved in or impacted by the research being carried out, including themselves. In recognition of their rights and the distinctions that arise from their age, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, class, nationality, cultural identity, marital status, faith, disability, political beliefs, or any other noteworthy characteristic, people should be treated equally, sensitively, with dignity, and free from discrimination (BERA, 2024). 
Throughout the research, the BERA guidelines were followed with high precision, ensuring that confidentiality and ethics were maintained. To do this, each subject in the research was named Child 1, 2, and 3, to keep them anonymous, and no information about the school was disclosed. It was also ensured that all three children provided their assent to partake in the research. 
During the observations, there was a clear variance in engagement levels across the three pupils which is demonstrated in Appendix 2. Child 1 showed the highest engagement levels throughout the activities outdoors. They began on a level three engagement (mainly continuous activity) and quickly progressed to level five engagement (sustained activity throughout, showing concentration) for the remainder of the observation. At first, Child 1 was mostly engaged in the music area in the garden, however, did not have any peers around so they were slightly distracted, trying to find a peer to join them. Before long, a peer joined Child 1 in the music area and joined in with playing instruments, creating higher engagement levels for Child 1. It was clear that Child 1 had high engagement levels as they were open and receptive to a peer joining them and became flexible in letting that peer play alongside them. 
Child 2 had high levels of engagement throughout the observation, starting at level 4 (continuous activity with no distractions). At this point, Child 2 is in the maths area in the garden and is beginning to work out what the task is. Child 2 then moves up to level 5 on the Leuven scale as they are now concentrated on the task. Child 2  was able to do the task with ease so became slightly less engaged, moving back to level 4 engagement. 
At first, Child 3 had very little engagement, starting at level 1 (no/little activity) as they seemed adrift in the garden area, not engaging in any of the activities provided or any of their peers. As the observation progressed, Child 3 joined a group of peers who were in the maths area, counting how many trees, flowers, and other items they could see, increasing Child 3’s engagement levels to level 3. Child 3 seemed to be struggling with this task but remained focused and engaged. Their peers realised that Child 3 was struggling so they assisted Child 3 with his counting by counting altogether. This generated even higher levels of engagement, progressing the level 4 on the Leuven scale. This was a clear example of Vygotsky’s theory through collaborating with more experienced members of society, children learn cultural values, beliefs, and problem-solving techniques as part of the socially mediated process of cognitive development. Interactions with a More Knowledgeable Other (MKO), in this case, the peers assisting Child 3, enhances a child's acquisition of knowledge and skills to a great extent and also has an impact on the growth of higher-order cognitive processes like formal reasoning. Higher mental capacities could only emerge by connection with others who have greater mental capacities, according to Vygotsky (Mcleod, 2024). 
Conclusion and recommendations 
When used to observe children during outdoor learning sessions, the Leuven Scale has shown to be a useful instrument for gathering important information about the involvement of the children. The Leuven Scale gives educators a systematic way to evaluate children's emotional involvement and attention, two important signs of successful learning. It does this by offering an organised framework. Such an assessment technique can be especially helpful in outdoor situations because of its dynamic and stimulating nature. These settings offer children unique chances to explore, discover, and learn in ways that typical classroom settings might not be able to. Leuven Scale observations show that children frequently show higher levels of engagement outside due to the novelty, exercise, and hands-on learning that these environments offer.
It is recommended that educators obtain training on the Leuven Scale's implementation to ensure precise and consistent observations, and to optimise the tool's benefits in outdoor learning environments. The scale should be used regularly in the curriculum to monitor student progress and pinpoint problem areas. Moreover, the integration of Leuven Scale observations with additional qualitative and quantitative evaluation techniques might provide a more thorough comprehension of every child's educational path. Schools ought to think about designing varied, well-resourced outdoor learning spaces that accommodate a range of interests and developmental stages. By doing this, they can encourage greater levels of participation and improve the educational process as a whole, guaranteeing that every child realises their full potential.
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Appendices 
Appendix 1:
	Observer Name: 

	What is the observation topic? 
Pupil engagement.

Age range of pupils under observation:
Reception class, aged 4-5 years old. 

What are the pupils doing? 
Outdoor learning in the ‘garden.’ Includes different areas such as maths, role play, and music. 

Time scale:
Pupils will be observed for nine minutes in three-minute intervals.

	Scale 
	Child 1 
	Child 2 
	Child 3 

	1.
No/ Low activity 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2.
Some engagement, 
however frequently
interrupted activity.  
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3. 
Mainly continuous 
Activity. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4. 
Continuous activity 
With no distractions. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	5. 
Sustained intense 
Activity. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Appendix 2: 
	Observer Name: Maisie Llewelyn-Davies 

	What is the observation topic? 
Pupil engagement.

Age range of pupils under observation:
Reception class, aged 4-5 years old. 

What are the pupils doing? 
Outdoor learning in the ‘garden.’ Includes different areas such as maths, role play, and music. 

Time scale:
Pupils will be observed for nine minutes in three-minute intervals.

	Scale 
	Child 1 
	Child 2 
	Child 3 

	1.
No/ Low activity 
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	2.
Some engagement, 
however frequently            
interrupted activity.  
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3. 
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Activity. 
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	4. 
Continuous activity 
With no distractions. 
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	5. 
Sustained activity 
Throughout, showing 
concentration. 
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