
CYCLE 1 RESEARCHING THE LEARNING: WHAT, HOW AND WHY AM I TEACHING?
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	Target 1
	To develop the skill of paraphrasing and referencing directly and indirectly as a means of avoiding the use of long quotes.

	Target 2
	To engage in much wider reading of likely academic validity, drawing on it for support (referencing as appropriate).




A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool, ‘Leuven Scale’.
Compare and contrast a range of literature (journals, blogs, government reports, websites, Estyn reports) related to observation of the learning environment within a Foundation Phase (FP) class. The learning environment may include indoor or outdoor spaces and resources. Observation should focus on a small group of learners, using the Leuven scale as a tool.   
You need to engage critically with the literature in making tentative conclusions about the creation of an effective learning environment. Consideration also needs to be given to the potential impact of using the Leuven Scale on your own practice as an ethical researcher and the development of learners.

This assignment will aim to critically analyse and evaluate the observation research tool, the ‘Leuven Scale’. It will seek to explore, compare, and contrast a range of literature relevant to observation within a Foundation Phase classroom environment. This assignment will demonstrate my ability to make tentative conclusions about an effective learning environment. Finally, it will highlight the possible impacts of using the Leuven Scale for the development of learners. 
The Foundation Phase was designed for children aged three to seven, and is unique to Wales. Estyn (2017) claims that the Foundation Phase was created to encourage discovery and independence, and also signifies the importance of using outdoor environments as a learning resource, alongside indoor environments. Welsh Government (2015) supports this by explaining that the Foundation Phase aims to provide learning in an active and experiential manner, and also places an emphasis on how crucial child centred learning is, and the importance of the balance between adult and child directed tasks. From the selection of video clips that we were provided with for this assignment, I chose to observe video number four. The research question that was presented alongside this video was ‘To what extent does a focus group provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?’. 

Literature Review 
Waldron, Rhys and Taylor (2014), describes the Foundation Phase as ‘child centred, child-led, practical, experiential and skills-based’ which I feel demonstrates the main features clearly and concisely. Welsh Government (2008) expresses the importance of learning through play in the Foundation Phase, highlighting some key benefits such as; developing a variety of skills, becoming inquisitive and independent, expressing ideas through media or movement, and progressing towards becoming innovative. They also emphasise how outdoor learning environments are equally as crucial as indoor learning environments. However, my main focus of Foundation Phase pedagogy for this assignment, is evaluating the use of focus groups. Carmine et al (2010) claims that focus groups is a teaching approach consisting of small groups and is teacher directed. From my teaching experience, I have observed and led focus groups. For example, on placement, I had a group of five children, where all were given the same reading book, and they each read one page in turn. However, focus groups are not always seen as a positive feature. Estyn (2017) believes that in schools where teaching is not as strong as others, the issue is having too many adult-directed tasks, limiting the children to opportunities to develop their independence. Too Much Too Soon (2019) agrees as they believe that direct instruction can hinder a child’s natural processes, therefore, the balance between teacher and child led activities was strongly emphasised. Despite this, Nick Gibb (2017) would argue that children need to be taught the knowledge, that he claims teachers take for granted. He expresses that this has negatively impacted on many children, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds. Hryniewicz (2007) agrees as she views focus groups as an effective way of teaching, explaining that teachers are able to not only join in by questioning or adding comments and ideas, but can also demonstrate or model for the children. Thornton (2015) explains that adult led activities can introduce new ideas, and opportunities can be provided to develop their skills, which ensures that all areas of learning are experienced. As a result of this, Thornton (2015) believes that the balance between teacher and child led activities are crucial, as we don’t have control over what the children learn from these experiences. This is why opportunities are essential, allowing children to explore their own ideas, and use their imagination and creativity. 

Methodology
As I stated previously, I chose to observe video number four. I chose this video as I was able to see all pupils throughout, resulting in a lower chance of failing to observe anything important. I felt that the research question was interesting, as I have already gained some experience of focus groups myself, and therefore, further research will benefit my own practice.
Drake (2006) believes that observation is key to gaining a deeper insight and understanding of young children as learners, allowing us to discover more about them as individuals. Neaum (2016) agrees as he believes we observe for many reasons including; discovering interests and abilities, evaluating effective strategies, developing our knowledge and understanding of how children learn, but overall to ensure effective planning and provision. As with all research tools, there are both advantages and disadvantages to using observation. I feel that a strong aspect of observation is that it takes place in natural settings, providing us with a more realistic study of what we are researching. Pellegrini, Symons and Hoch (2014) agrees with this, stating that observation is ‘in real time’, leading to more accurate evidence and a more effective outcome. Smidt (2005) also agrees as she believes that observation sometimes allows us to see a child progress easily, as it can be something we see immediately, for example, a child doing something that they were not able to do the week before. Despite this, observation can be difficult, as many things are happening at once, resulting in failing to observe something possibly crucial to the research. Thomas (2009, p. 224) agrees as he believes that we are sometimes limited to what we see or hear in the classroom due to various reasons. Sharp (2009) also supports this as he believes it is not an easy task trying to quickly note everything that is said and done, whilst observing at the same time. 
When planning, I created my own observation schedule (see appendix 1) using the Leuven Scale. Emotionally Healthy Schools (2019) believes the Leuven Scale is an assessment tool, developed by Ferre Leavers and his team at Leuven University in Belgium, specifically focusing on two crucial indicators, involvement and well-being. I decided to use both indicators in my observation schedule, as I felt it would provide me with a more holistic view. I believe that these indicators are essential in the learning, development and progression of children. I feel that planning an observation schedule encourages thought of what you’d like to achieve or discover from the observation. Sharp (2009) agrees as he claims we are almost forced to decide on what we are looking for as it is predetermined, such as; actions, interactions or other behaviours. In my observation schedule, I allowed space for additional comments for each child if any considerations needed to be taken in to account whilst evaluating the observation schedule. Pellegrini, Symons and Hoch (2014) supports this as they believe that strong descriptions are the basis for valid and accurate evidence. I feel the Leuven Scale is also useful to assess targeted children that are particularly concerning. as it can provide us with a deeper understanding of the children, and therefore some effective changes can take place, such as changing the learning environment. Emotionally Healthy Schools (2019) would agree with this as they believe that low levels of involvement and well-being can have a detrimental effect on the child’s development. Therefore, I believe that making appropriate changes could improve a child’s involvement and well-being. Despite this, for an effective and more accurate insight, observation needs to happen regularly, as children tend to change over time. Sharp (2009) supports this as he believes that no observation will ever be exactly the same. 

Discussion and findings  
According to Kapur (2018), he believes that research is crucial in the field of education as it can improve quality and knowledge. He also believes that educational research can allow solutions to be found for issues within the educational field. However, Shawa (2017) has highlighted the importance of the consideration of ethics when researching, as they go on to explain that research can’t be carried out without regard to ethics. University of wales Trinity Saint David (2017) would agree as they feel that research ethics review and approval will enhance the quality and integrity of the research. The British Educational Research Association (2018) guidelines considers the following; consent, assent, the right to withdraw, and privacy and data storage. Participants tend to voluntarily give consent to take part within research study, however, participants have the right to withdraw at any time, according to The British Educational Research Association (2018). It is also expressed how essential it is to ensure that the participants understand; what is involved in the study, what will happen with the information they provide, how the information will be used, and to whom it will be reported to. If we were to have gone out to schools to observe rather than observe online, I would have created a consent form in order to evident the permission and agreement. In regards to children, assent is crucial as they are too young to give informed consent, however, they may be old enough to understand the proposed research in general (Evans, 2020) in which the European Early Childhood Education Research Association’s (2014) would agree as this is something that they have to discuss when working alongside families. The British Educational Research Association (2018) explains that participants have a right to confidentiality and anonymity within the research study. There are several ways that we could go about this, including; removing, substituting or generalising identifying information and only collecting information relevant to the research (Evans, 2020). In order to apply this to my research, no names were written on my observation schedule as I appointed them as child A, B and C. No other information about the children has been provided either and therefore the specific children cannot be identified by others. 
The video I observed was based in a Foundation Phase classroom, focusing on working with a focus group of four reception children. The activity that the group undertook was sorting 2D and 3D shapes, giving particular attention to problem solving skills. My focus was to observe ‘To what extent does a focus group provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?’. From what I observed (see appendix 2), the general trend was that as the session went on, the children became more involved with the lesson. Child A and B were both involved for nearly enough the whole session, volunteering to answer questions and seemed to be listening throughout. Child B, I felt, was the least involved at the beginning as the child was distracted by a building block that he was playing with. Despite this, as the session progressed, he became more involved, in particular when it came to discussing and working with a partner. I personally feel that a focus group certainly provides opportunities for pupil involvement as it gives the teacher a chance to ask questions to each pupil, especially when a teacher can see that the child might be slightly distracted. Whenever questions were asked, all the children answered clearly and gave valid answers, therefore implying that learning was taking place. On the whole, I think that all children were involved for the majority of the session and were mostly enthusiastic. I feel that focus groups gives the teacher the opportunity to work more closely with the children, encouraging pupils who seem less involved, which I believe promotes great learning and involvement.

Conclusion and recommendations 
To conclude, I have learnt the importance of Yr Athrofa research dispositions, and can see how it has positively impacted my research. The research dispositions are; being sceptical, being a skilled researcher, being ethical and being part of an inquiring profession. Most importantly, I have learnt that no research is perfect and there will always be strengths and limitations.
 Through critically analysing and evaluating observation as a research tool, I can now clearly recognise the strengths and limitations after exploring and comparing a wide range of literature. I have also put this research tool to practice by creating my own observation schedule, which provided me with an insight into how this might impact the development of learners, and led me to an answer to my research question. Upon reflection from research and my observation, I believe that focus groups have a positive impact on the development of learners as it can encourage involvement and learning. Also, I feel that I would be able to confidently use this research tool in my own practice in order to research a variety of factors. 
If I were to complete this research again, I would observe a longer session so I am able to see how involvement is maintained, and whether it remains effective throughout. I would also make my additional comments more detailed so that if another practitioner read my observation schedule, they were able to see exactly what the reasons were for the scores I gave.
In order to develop my practice further in the future, I would like to research the following question: ‘Does being in receipt of FSM (Free school meals) negatively impact on a child’s attainment?’. I chose this question as I feel it would be interesting to see if a child’s background will affect their mind set, well-being, and involvement, which would give me the opportunity to view children holistically.
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Appendix 
Observation Schedule (Blank Copy)
Research Question: 
Name of observer:                                     Year group:  
Date:                                                             Lesson:   
Time:                                                             Objective: 
                                                                       Success Criteria:
Well-being 
1. Extremely low - crying, looking sad or frightened, avoids contact and is withdrawn. 
2. Low - facial expressions indicates child isn’t at ease, signals less explicit. 
3. Moderate - show little or no emotion, no signs indicating sadness or pleasure.
4. High - obvious signs of satisfaction, intensity not constant.
5. Extremely high - happy and cheerful, full of energy, expressive, self-confidence.
	Pupils:
	1 minute 
	2 minutes
	3 minutes
	Overall Score

	Child A
	
	
	
	

	Child B
	
	
	
	

	Child C
	
	
	
	



Involvement
1. Extremely low - seems absent, no energy, stares into space or looks what others are doing.
2. Low - interrupted activity, moments of non-activity, distracted by others. 
3. Moderate - mainly continuous activity, few signs of real involvement, some progress.
4. High - some intense moments, seems involved at all times. 
5. Extremely high - continuous and intense activity, creative and energetic. 
	Pupils:
	1 minute 
	2 minutes
	3 minutes
	Overall Score

	Child A
	
	
	
	

	Child B
	
	
	
	

	Child C
	
	
	
	



	Pupils:
	Additional Comments:

	Child A
	



	Child B 
	



	Child C
	




(Appendix 1)
Observation Schedule (Completed Copy)
Research Question: To what extent does a focus group provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning? 
Name of observer:  Olivia Rees                                   Year group:  Reception
Date: 28/04/2020                                                           Lesson:  Mathematics 
Time: 17:30                                                                      Objective: Problem Solving 
                                                                                           Success Criteria: To sort 2D and 3D shapes
Well-being 
6. Extremely low – crying, looking sad or frightened, avoids contact and is withdrawn. 
7. Low – facial expressions indicate child isn’t at ease, signals less explicit. 
8. Moderate – show little or no emotion, no signs indicating sadness or pleasure.
9. High – obvious signs of satisfaction, intensity not constant.
10. Extremely high – happy and cheerful, full of energy, expressive, self-confidence.
	Pupils:
	1 minute 
	2 minutes
	3 minutes
	Overall Score

	Child A
	4
	4
	4
	4

	Child B
	3
	3
	4
	3

	Child C
	5
	5
	5
	5



Involvement
6. Extremely low – seems absent, no energy, stares into space or looks what others are doing.
7. Low – interrupted activity, moments of non-activity, distracted by others. 
8. Moderate – mainly continuous activity, few signs of real involvement, some progress.
9. High – some intense moments, seems involved at all times. 
10. Extremely high – continuous and intense activity, creative and energetic. 
	Pupils:
	1 minute 
	2 minutes
	3 minutes
	Overall Score

	Child A
	4
	5
	4
	4

	Child B
	3
	3
	4
	3

	Child C
	4
	5
	5
	5



	Pupils:
	Additional Comments:

	Child A
	Always listening and involved. 



	Child B 
	Distracted and playing with a block at the beginning. 



	Child C
	Always volunteering to answer questions.




(Appendix 2)
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