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

This essay is going to discuss research in education, focusing on the Foundation Phase, and evaluating the different methods that can be used. I will be evaluating and presenting the findings of an observation I have completed using the Leuven scale. I was presented with a choice of videos and research questions. I chose video number three, where three children in Early Years are playing at being travel agents (Department for Education, 2011). The research question I am aiming to answer during my observation is, ‘To what extent does the role-play environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?’. Teachers must have an active role in research throughout their careers, ensuring practice is evidence-based. Evidence-based practice is formed around the principle that classroom practices are based on sound evidence, ensuring teaching is constantly reviewed and the need to explore why something works well (Griggs, 2010).
 
The Foundation Phase is the curriculum for three to seven years olds in Wales and was introduced in September 2010. It is an educational framework designed to promote children to be creative and imaginative and to make learning a more enjoyable experience. The framework is designed for the holistic development of children and their skills. It is designed to build on pupils' previous learning experiences’ and knowledge. The Foundation Phase curriculum promotes equality, values, and diversity (Welsh Government, 2010). The Foundation Phase in Wales recognises that children learn through experiential activities with a great emphasis being on play. There are many different types of play including, structured play, child-centred play, role-play, and creative play. When teaching young children, good knowledge, and the understanding of the importance of different types of play and how to facilitates learning is essential (Griggs, 2010). 

Educational research aims to extend the knowledge and understanding in all areas of education, from all perspectives, including those of learners, educators, and legislators. There is theoretical research available to teachers, which is literature based on theories, and there is empirical research which is original research from experience or observation. There are three main sources of empirical research available to teachers. The first being school performance evidence, collected from assessments and inspections. This can be used to support improvement strategies. The second source comes from educational research from organisations such as The British Educational Research Association. The third source is evidence collected by teachers within the classroom or school. This can be used to ensure evidence-informed practices are being implemented within the classroom (Pollard, 2014). In 2011 Wales embarked on a school improvement reform that focused on the ongoing development and application of the new school curriculum. Wales considers the development of schools as learning organisations model as a key component for achieving the new curriculum (see appendix 3). One of the seven dimensions of this model called establishing, it states that teaching staff should be willing to take risks and experiment and innovate within their practice. They should engage in enquiry to investigate and evolve their practice. Schools should use enquiry to establish change and innovation in educational practice. Problems and failures should be opportunities for learning (Welsh Government, 2017).

Observation provides the researcher with an opportunity to assess and document evidence of what is happening, by seeing children’s behaviours in a real context, in a naturally occurring social situation. By observing what children do we could understand and assess their development. We also can see the way they react within certain situations and contexts (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2007). Observation needs to be carefully planned, with a clear question and the behaviours or attributes of interest. This will stop the researcher from being overwhelmed by too much data, and help the researcher focus on the question. Observation can provide the researcher with both qualitative and quantitative data. If the researcher has planned it appropriately, they should be able to blend into the observation setting, therefore having minor or no effect on the activity. The children being observed must be comfortable with the observer, so they are happy and behave naturally for the observation (NSW Government, 2019). 

When considering research, we must assess how reliable it is. This can be done by looking at the source and date of the information and looking for any bias within the research. Articles in professional articles or textbooks are regarded as more reliable than an article in a magazine. Bias may not be obvious to the reader, and it does not mean that the author was being dishonest. The information they present may be accurate, however, they may not of given the reader all of the information. It is important to consider any political or economic interests that may have influenced the author to only give certain information (Cottrell, 2013). 

Ethical considerations should be the focus when planning any education research. Before data collection, researchers have the responsibility and duty of care to determine potential risks, and to prepare for and be able to reduce any distress or discomfort that might occur. Ethical research must adhere to all the UNRC Rights of the child. Article three states all adults should do what is best for children (UNICEF, 2019). Researchers have the responsibility to ensure no harm comes to anyone. Researchers need to ensure there is informed consent/ assent, and that data is protected. It is normally expected at the start of a study that participants’ voluntary informed consent will be obtained. Researchers should be aware of the possibility that participants may withdraw their consent, for any reason and at any time. Participants should be informed of this right. Researchers must consider the rights of those who have legal responsibility for children, such as parents. The predicament for researchers is that the apparent ability of a child to give consent will depend not just on the individual child’s age, but also on their level of understanding (Blackburn, 2015). In Foundation Phase research should involve gaining the consent of those responsible for children, such as a parent or guardian. Researchers should also ensure assent from participants, even though they may not be able to understand the implications fully. Researchers could ensure assent verbally, by looking at body language, or perhaps something visual such as an unhappy card. Researchers will normally ensure participants’ data is kept confidential and anonymous. Researchers should recognise the right of the school and the individual participants to privacy and respect their right to confidentiality and anonymity. It is also acknowledged that anonymity may not be possible in some situations. For example, if conducting fieldwork within a small community, it may be impossible to prevent some members of that community from becoming aware. Either through observation or because participants discuss it with them (Bera, 2018). 

EXE theory suggests that the most efficient way to evaluate the quality of an educational setting is to focus on the emotional well-being and the level of involvement of the learner. Well-being suggests that the basic needs of the child are satisfied and relates to the extent to which children feel at ease, act spontaneously, show vitality, and self-confidence. Involvement is apparent when children are focused, interested, fascinated, and are operating at the bounds of their capabilities (Leavers, 2011). Ferre Laevers developed two scales of measurement with his team at Leuven University in 1976. He created the Leuven scale for emotional well-being and another for involvement. These are two sets of indicators that may be considered when planning any educational setting (Lewis,2020). Each scale as a scoring system of 1-5 and states the criteria for each score (See appendix 1). These scores could be subjective to the observers. The results from one observer could show a different result to someone else. Although this is minimised due to the specific description for each score.

As mentioned earlier I was provided with videos to make my selection from and chose a role-play situation for my observation. The children are in a busy foundation phase classroom, in the role play area. The research question I am aiming to answer during my observation is, to what extent does the role-play environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning? I have created an observation schedule using the Leuven Scale for Involvement (See appendix 2).  In my observation schedule I only used the Leuven scale for involvement as I felt this would answer the research question more precisely, as the question is focusing on involvement. I decided that for my observation I would score every minute rather than at the end of the activity. The reason for this is that involvement levels can change throughout an activity. During my observation, three children were in a travel agent role play area. I have named the children Child A, B, and C. This is to protect their identity. I recorded each child’s score after each minute, the video was four minutes long. The children’s scored for involvement ranged from between three and five at each interval. At the end of the observation, I used a mean average for each child. Child A had an average score of 4.75, he scored a mixture of four and five, telling me that for most of the time his involvement level was extremely high. Child B scored a mean average of 3.75, with a range of three to five. This suggests that child B ranged from moderately to extremely high for involvement. Child C had a similar outcome with a mean average of four, and a range of three to five. Between the three children I observed a range of involvement levels from moderate to extremely high. The score recorded the most out of all the participants was four. Indicating that this activity showed a high level of involvement. The method used in the observation of recording the score every minute would have been difficult in a live classroom environment. In a live observation making notes on involvement throughout, and then scoring each child at the end, would make scoring more accurate. For this situation I could pause at each interval to make notes and decide each child’s score. If the method of scoring at the end had been used for this observation then child A would have scored five, and the other two would have both scored four. 

To answer the research question, to what extent does the role-play environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning? I feel my observation suggests that role play in a Foundation phase setting does provides an opportunity for involvement. What my observation cannot tell me is what result I would have in a different role-play environment. It also cannot be concluded that all or even most children would show similar levels of involvement. An example could be, if I child was normally shy this method show might not show a good level of involvement. This observation cannot indicate whether it would have the same benefit with a different age group. Another observation with children from Key Stage Two would help assess whether role play would allow a high level of involvement in a different age group. Here is another example of role play being used in the foundation phase which could support our findings. Children were given a collection of old toys, this generating much discussion, and questions. The pupils then went on to make toys and to create a museum to display their finished toys. They planned a museum, making tickets, signs, information leaflets, and job roles found in the museum. Through role-play, pupils opened the museum to their families and shared the results of their topic. As a result, pupils had increased the quality of their questioning, used independent thinking skills, increased engagement levels, and increased their willingness to learn (Estyn. 2019). This reinforces the idea that role-play encourages involvement within the foundation phase. Another benefit of role-play could be the use of a more knowledgeable pupil to enhance other pupils learning. Vygotsky (Pound, 2006) supports this with his theory, called the ‘zone of proximal development’, which describes the gap between what a child can do and what they can do with the help of someone more knowledgeable or skilled. 

The results of my observation show that involvement during role-play tends to be high. However, it is important to understand that a single observation of only three children has limitations. When you combine my finding with an example of Estyn’s good practice, it suggests that role play does provide good opportunities for pupil involvement. To further the investigation, it could be helpful to observe another group of children and compare the results. 

Being an active researcher is something I will continue to be throughout my career. Ensuring that the resources I use are reliable and accurate will enable me as a teacher to implement better practices within my class. I will ensure any research I undertake is done ethically, to ensure there is no negative impact. I would use the Leuven Scale in the future as the clear descriptions of each score could make it easily comparable to another observation.  A research question I would perhaps like to investigate in the future would be, “How does role play create an inclusive environment for children with SEN?” If results of this were positive, it might help plan a more inclusive classroom for all children. 
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(Wells, 2015)
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(Welsh Government, 2017)
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The Leuven Scale for Well-being (in learning)
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The Leuven Scale for Involvement (in learning)
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Observation schedule using the Leuven scale for involvement
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