
MODULE: RESEARCHING THE LEARNING: WHAT, HOW AND WHY AM I TEACHING?



Targets from previous assignment:
·  To engage with a wider base of high quality reading, drawing on it regularly in support of all points made.
·  Aim for greater depth in linking descriptions of theory (this means anything of academic quality you have engaged with, as well as theorists) with writing on practice.
· Develop the use of punctuation to aid the clarity of writing.

·  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.  

There were four observation videos provided covering a range of topics such as focus group work, outdoor learning environments, whole-class singing and role play environments. The video I chose to observe for this assignment was the fourth clip provided which focused on focus groups, the corresponding research question is as follows; To what extent does a focus group provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning? I decided on this video because the impact of focus group environments and teaching interests me professionally. Furthermore, I felt I could somewhat relate the topic and activity of the session to an experience within my first PTE where myself and the children collectively sorted 2D and 3D shapes into a Venn diagram using hula hoops (Appendix 1). Within the foundation phase there are many learning environments and varying aspects of these, it is stated by (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015) that this diverse approach makes learning more effective and enjoyable while allowing children to be more imaginative and encouraging their creativeness. Areas such as role play and outdoor spaces provide young children with opportunities to learning practical life skills while exploring the world that surrounds them, allowing them to broaden their understandings and improve their abilities to transfer their skills to daily life, children need a variety of spaces and ways of learning to develop the seven areas of learning effectively (Welsh Government, 2018).
The foundation phase and its pedagogy is unique to Wales and has been designed to challenge and develop three to seven year olds using a range of resources and concepts to provide them with broadened opportunities to learn life skills. Some big aspects of foundation phase pedagogy are outdoor activity, physical learning, pupil choice and continuous and enhanced provisions as well as these there is a heavy emphasis on the importance of play (Waldron et al,2014). It is suggested that play is fundamental to young learner’s development and is instilled within foundation phase pedagogy (Wood, E., 2009) and is said to allow children to improve their communication and social skills set leading to improved creativity, knowledge and thinking in later life (Wood, 2009). Its implied there are endless opportunities through outdoor learning which help to stimulate children’s senses and help them to initiate their own learning, allowing them to build their experiences while learning through their own interests which were missing prior to the foundation phase (Maynard et al, 2007). The foundation phase requires a combination of child and teacher initiated activities which can be aided by the use of appropriate outdoor areas (Waters, 2010).
It could be said that the areas that compile to create the foundation phase learning environment are interconnected to an extent, outdoor learning requires play and exploration while focus groups can benefit from enhanced provisions, continuous provisions encourage independent and technical learning and play. Together the elements provide a suitable and interactive learning environment for three to seven year olds with the appropriate opportunities for effective stimulation and development (Sessoms, 2008). I have chosen to focus on the opportunities provided for pupil involvement and learning through the use of focus groups within the foundation phase. I feel that focus groups have the potential to encompass many elements of the foundation phase pedagogy such as play, outdoor learning and physical learning due to the flexibility of the method application itself. Focus groups are typically small yet diverse giving a range of ideas, opinions and viewpoints they are believed to allow children to receive a balance between being taught and learning from their peers as well as giving them the opportunity to voice their own thoughts and test their knowledge effectively (Stewart et al, 2014). It is evident that focus groups are very effective in terms of research as they act as reliable sources of primary evidence and data, they can provide the opportunity for information for a variety of scopes and research priorities and perspectives with flexibility for varied application (Stewart et al, 2014). For the same reasons focus groups are effective for teacher observation and tracking student progress and development because they allow professionals the opportunities to see the knowledge, independence, skills and behaviors exhibited by individual pupils and also how they communicate and interact with a variety of other students.  However, it is argued by (Guk et al, 2007) that focus groups rely too heavily on the teacher and for this reason limit the children’s ability to explore their own learning, it was also suggested by Vygotsky that teachers should organize and guide learning as opposed to leading it although sources such as (Nayfeld et al, 2011) disagree with this perspective and suggest that is what focus groups do. 
Observations can allow an unpressured insight and more truthful live picture of the children and their day to day naturally occurring behaviors compared to other research methods such as tests, questionnaires, interviews and experiments where young children can feel less at ease and confident to be themselves and openly explore their learning (Cohen et al, 2007). This first hand direct experience could make the collected data more authentic and valid because it is experienced rather than passed on information increasing the researcher’s awareness and alertness to the entire context of the situation (Cohen et al, 2007). Although, this live experience can have weaknesses for example the live nature of observation requires extreme vigilance and concentration on the task in hand to ensure the appropriate data is collected and important information isn’t missed however, this can be solved by conducting the right type of observation for example Narrative, Critical incident or Observation schedule to ensure your method suits the situation. Another method for observation is the Leuven Scale developed by Ferre Laevers to allow researchers to observe learning environments with a certain criteria considering the well-being and involvement of every child (Laevers, 2011). Laevers suggested that these two factors had to be achieved by pupils in order for deep learning to occur, he developed scales to establish their definitions and appearances to inform researchers what they are to look for when observing the factors. The scales range from extremely low to high giving examples and definitions for each stage in-between (Laevers, 2011). As a research tool it has its strengths such as it can be useful for targeted observations because it encompasses assessment and observation, it can provide a deeper understanding of the participants and could bring change to the learning environments depending on the responses collected (Declercq, 2012). However, it also has weaknesses in terms of research using a predetermined scale could be viewed as bias, defining children as happy doesn’t mean they are being challenged or focused on their learning, it can become more of a check list rather than an alert observation and children can change drastically over short periods of time and small things could affect their scoring day to day (Declercq, 2012). For my observation I used elements of the Leuven scale to devise my own observation schedule (Appendix, 2). I planned my research using both elements of the Leuven scale and designed my observation schedule to ensure I observed each child effectively and appropriately. 

While there are many variations to research and observation the appropriate use of ethics towards participants and their data is always paramount for researchers both prior to the conducting of research and throughout the process. Participants to any research should be aware they have the right to withdraw and this should be respected at any given point in the process they should also be fully informed of all the elements of the research giving their informed consent to participate (BERA, 2018). However, with young children researchers might seek assent from them because they are too young to fully understand but old enough to understand what is happening and whether they wish to partake and also ask for the informed consent of their parents who have more of an understanding of all implications (BERA, 2018).  While to appropriately gain consent researchers use methods such as consent forms gaining assent can be more difficult this could be done with picture books to describe and explain the situation to allow the starting of the research and perhaps providing the children with coloured apparatus to allow them to change their mind about their involvement throughout (Manti, 2018). It is also ethically important that researchers consider the anonymity and confidentiality of their participants which can be done through the fictionalizing of data and the non-recording of unessential information to ensure the participants retain their privacy (BERA,2018). 
I watched the fourth video showcasing a focus group and using my observation schedule (Appendix, 2) I observed each of the student’s level of involvement using the Leuven Scale to score them individually, while observing I did pick out and note some elements of well-being however, I focused on the involvement aspect due to the nature of the observation, as through the small clip I generally wasn’t able to gain much insight into the well-being of the students. My focus for the observation was to what extent does a focus group provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning? The video was of a reception class focus group who were learning to categorize 2D and 3D shapes using plastic shapes and hula hoops, within a group with the teacher’s direction and with their learning partners (Blenheim Primary, 2014). The learning environment appeared quite calm, they were sitting on the floor with their teacher surrounded by colourful displays, books, beanbags and toys which seemed to distract the students at times but were stimulating and interesting. There were four participants who I anonymized by labeling with a letter from A to D instead of using their names, I watched the children interact with the activity their peers and their teacher and gave them a score according to the Leuven scale every 50 seconds commenting my reasons for the scoring each time before totaling them an average score and a final comment on their involvement and learning as well as making additional comments I felt were necessary to note (Appendix, 3). 
The pupils average scores were 3,4,2 and 3 which can be seen in further detail in my completed observation schedule (Appendix, 3). From observing I found that the majority of the pupils were engaged from the offset of the activity and the focus group environment nourished and encouraged this however, other pupils such as pupil C were less automatically engaged and involved and so required prompting and questioning to retain their involvement (Stewart et al, 2014). Overall, the pupils were quite engaged and independently involved for reception age children although, I feel they all benefitted from the focus group learning environment and I believe this setting provided the support all learners needed as individuals while also allowing them to learn from a variety of sources including their peers, giving perspectives and multiple opportunities to become involved and to learn (Stewart et al, 2014).
To conclude, with regards to my research question and observation of the focus group activity I can deduce that from my own experience (Appendix,1) that the focus group dynamic provides an increased amount of opportunities for pupil involvement and learning, there is an improved quality of learning with smaller numbers and increased attention and engagement as well as involvement of the children that I observed compared (Blenheim Primary, 2014). After comparing and contrasting a range of literature I believe it is evident that focus groups and observation are very effective ways of conducting research within education because they provide a varied outlook that encompasses a multitude of opinions and provides ample opportunities for researchers to see many things from a variety of stances and viewpoints (Cohen t al, 2007).  Focus groups are reliant on group interaction as opposed to researcher to participant questioning, meaning they yield a collective viewpoint allowing participants ideas and thoughts to emerge without the researcher’s influence through predetermined questions. This means they can provide insight that may otherwise have remained unrealized due to their contrived nature (Cohen et al, 2013).
 The Leuven Scale proved to be an effective research tool for a small group observation in the foundation phase because it allows the quick yet focused and detailed recording of a variety of data in one place and works ideally when coupled with an observation schedule. Making it perfect for the observation and documenting of research data within many aspects of education but especially suited to the dynamic of the foundation phase and focus groups in particular (Laevers, 2011). However, a limitation of my research was the lack of well-being data collected although, I feel this was down to the circumstances of the observation and the video rather than the effectiveness of the Leuven Scale itself. I feel what I have learnt throughout this research will positively impact my professional learning and practice through opening my eyes to the varying quality of learning for children through simple aspects such as group size for this reason in the future I would be interested in researching to what extent do authentic experiences provide opportunities for increased pupil involvement and well-being in learning? as I feel this is a natural progression that will enlighten my practice even further. 
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Appendix 2:
Observation Schedule.
Observer: Ebony Tuckwood, 1900477.
Research Question: To what extent does a focus group provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?
Lesson Context: A reception class focus group categorizing physical 2D and 3D shapes, both as a group with the teachers diretion and within learning partners.  
Scale:
1. Extremely low- Pupil shows hardly any activity, no concentration, passive attitude, no mental activity.
2. Low- Pupil shows some activity, but it’s often interrupted, easily distracted, action only leads to limited results.
3. Moderate- Pupil is busy without real concentration, activities are short lived, Capabilities are not used to their full extent. 
4. High- Clear signs of involvement, but these are not always present to their full extent, Engagement without interruption. 
5. Extremely High- Continuously engaged in activity, absolutely focused, mental activity and experience are intense. 

	Pupil 
	50 Seconds
	1 Minute 40 Seconds
	 2 Minutes 30 Seconds
	 Average Score

	A
	
	
	
	

	Reasons 
	
	
	
	

	B
	
	
	
	

	Reasons 
	
	
	
	

	C
	
	
	
	

	Reasons 
	
	
	
	

	D
	
	
	
	

	Reasons 
	
	
	
	

	Additional Comments
	A: 
	B: 
	C: 
	D: 



Appendix 3:
Observation Schedule.
Observer: Ebony Tuckwood, 1900477.
Research Question: To what extent does a focus group provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?
Lesson Context: A reception class focus group categorizing physical 2D and 3D shapes, both as a group with the teachers diretion and within learning partners.  
Scale:
1. Extremely low- Pupil shows hardly any activity, no concentration, passive attitude, no mental activity.
2. Low- Pupil shows some activity, but it’s often interrupted, easily distracted, action only leads to limited results.
3. Moderate- Pupil is busy without real concentration, activities are short lived, Capabilities are not used to their full extent. 
4. High- Clear signs of involvement, but these are not always present to their full extent, Engagement without interruption. 
5. Extremely High- Continuously engaged in activity, absolutely focused, mental activity and experience are intense. 

	Pupil 
	50 Seconds
	1 Minute 40 Seconds
	 2 Minutes 30 Seconds
	 Average Score

	A
	3
	4
	3
	3

	Reasons 
	Listening and engaging but very fidgety.
Not fully concentrated.
	Still fidgety but listening and answering.
Talking to partner.
Handling shapes.
	Able to answer questions.
Distracted by surroundings and fidgety. 
	The pupil was engaged to an extent but was easily distracted.

	B
	5
	3
	4
	4

	Reasons 
	Put hand up and answered more than one question and explained answer.
Played with hands.
	Looking around the room.
Engaged and listened.
Talked to partner not always with.
	Looking at all shapes and examining.
Listening to partner.
Looking at others work too. 
	Listened very well, engaged in activities and answered questions but was slightly distracted. 

	C
	1
	2
	3
	2

	Reasons 
	Played with a block.
Looked around a lot.
Not actively engaged.
Watched. 
	Continues to fidget.
Looks up when called and listens to instruction.
Passive in partner activity to begin.
	Sorts shapes with partner’s guidance.
Discusses briefly.
Listens and answers when asked to explain. 

	Quite passive during activity, needed encouragement to answer and join in from teacher and partner. 

	D
	2
	4
	3
	3

	Reasons 
	Watched teacher and other pupils. 
Repeated some words used.
Didn’t offer answers and was fidgety.
	Engages and speaks without prompt.
Attempts to discus with partner.
Moves shapes correctly.
	Helps and guides partner to move shapes.
Works well with partner
Watches teacher but is fidgety.
	Engaged to an extent and helped partner, providing some answers to questions but seemed a little distracted. 

	Additional Comments
	A: Very active and fidgety however, quite engaged, enthusiastic and willing to put hand up. 
	B: Willing to engage, confident and enthusiastic to put hand up and answer.
	C: Not fully engaged but benefitted from teacher and partner guidance, seemed to lack confidence.
	D: Quite engaged but not completely concentrated. Benefitted from partner work and provided suitable guidance.
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