A Critical Analysis and Evaluation of the Observation Tool, ‘Leuven Scale’.









	
	Targets 
	How I have applied this?

	Target 1
	Proof read to ensure academic tone is present throughout.
	Ensuring I am proof reading my writing thoroughly before handing it in, and asking a second person to read through it for me as a double check. 

	Target 2
	To give an advanced application of a range of strategies that could be used to overcome challenges, thinking of your own creative ideas and strategies that you could put in place within the school.
	Use my thoughts and ideas to use as strategies to put in place in schools, as a way to overcome challenges. 

	Target 3
	Further your engagement with literature to synthesise multiple sources to support a point.


	Ensuring I am engaging with the reading list further and finding my own sources to strengthen my ideas. By also finding multiple sources who agree with my point as a means of strength for my argument. 















Do children develop their mathematic skills when working in mixed-ability groups?

Introduction
Throughout this assignment, a critical analysis and evaluation of the observation tool, ‘Leuven Scale’ will be discussed. The Leuven Scale, as described by Structural Learning (2021), is a five-level observation tool used to determine children's levels of well-being and involvement. The Leuven Scale will be used to observe children's involvement during a maths session, where a group of children aged five to seven are completing a ‘back to you’ task. The children's topic in maths had been numbers and place value, at the start of the topic they completed the sheet where they had little to no knowledge of this topic. The children then had to correct the answers they had previously done wrong, to see how they had developed throughout the topic. The learning environment in which the observation took place, was their typical everyday classroom which is busy but comfortable. Throughout the observation, I ensured I remained ethical by following the British Educational Research Association (BERA). BERA (2018) states that the researcher should be considerate of the participant's consent or assent, right to withdraw, harm and privacy, to ensure the safety of all pupils involved. I did this by ensuring that the children and school participating in my research were kept anonymised, this was done by referring to the children as; child one, child two and child three and the school being named as School A. 

Literature Review
Within Foundation Learning it is vital, according to Twinkl (2024), that the twelve pedagogical principles are embedded into the curriculum. Fogelberg (2024) explains that it is vital for these principles to be a part of the curriculum, as they provide children with important experiences. The learning environment of Foundation Learning classrooms is essential to how children develop their learning. Barrett et al (2019) continue that an engaging, attractive and knowledgeable learning environment positively boosts children’s learning, this was evident to me during my observation. The children knew that their classroom held insights of information that they could use to help them work through their tasks. This shows that the children engage with their resources, proving how vital their learning environment is. This draws a significant use of the pedagogical principle that is, employing a blend of approaches including those that promote problem-solving, creative and critical thinking. This is an excellent way of allowing children to complete their work to a high standard, while embellishing the use of the pedagogical principles. 
Regarding the research question, do children develop their mathematic skills when working in mixed-ability groups? We look at the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and More Knowledgeable Others (MKO). Simply Psychology (2024) describe that Lev Vygotsky believed that the role of an MKO was vital in the steps towards the progression and development of children in their learning. Pritchard (2013) further explains that an MKO is someone more knowledgeable on a subject than you are, who guides you to develop your understanding of the topic. An MKO can be anyone more knowledgeable on a topic than you, for example, a teacher, parent or peer. When observing the children during their maths session, it was clear to me that the higher-ability children were acting as MKOs for some of the lower-ability children. Roche (2014) explains that typically higher attaining children are more confident and social, therefore have the confidence and social abilities to be able to act as an MKO for other children. This is a form of peer learning, where children can improve their knowledge retention. Edith Cowan University (2024) describes peer learning as children learning from other children, usually through the means of group work which was how the children I observed were working. 
However, Chaiklin (2003) suggests that although the role of an MKO seems vital for children working in mixed-ability groups, they propose that this might not be the case. He explains that, the ZPD doesn’t account for children’s personal needs or their encouraging influences. Meaning that is unclear how the development takes place and how it is accounted for. Lui and Matthews (2005) continue that children often don't conform to social norms, sometimes becoming more disengaged and sometimes becoming more engaged on their own accord. This is where Vygotsky’s theory is vague, meaning we can not be sure that children defiantly and always learn through the role of an MKO. 

Methodology
To complete my observation, I used the observational tool, the Leuven Scale. The Leuven Scale can be used to measure either children's well-being or their involvement in an educational activity. Having contacted my mentor beforehand I knew that the children would be completing a maths task, this led me to want to measure the children's involvement. The Leuven Scale for Involvement, according to Woods (2016), states that it is about measuring how the children engage in the activity and how strongly they draw their focus. The Leuven Scale is number-based, using numbers one through five with one being extremely low involvement and five being extremely high involvement. To gather my information, I used an observation schedule described by BBC Bitesize (2024), as a way of noting information observed during the task. I recorded the children's involvement levels every five minutes, as the task was set to take them around twenty minutes to complete. 
Although the Leuven Scale and observation schedule allowed me to gather my information concisely, there were some drawbacks noted. The Leuven Scale and observation schedule do not show why a behaviour occurred, or what might have been the cause for the behaviour. MacRae and Jones (2020) explain that you must base your observations on the child's posture and facial expressions, to judge how involved the child may be. However, simply reading numbers assigned to the child in that instance does not explain how they became more or less involved, resulting in me having to include an ‘additional information’ column, which can be seen in Appendix One, to explain the behaviour – explaining that the behaviour change could have been due to additional learning need or the learning environment. Another drawback was that the Leuven Scale is subjective, to which Heylen and Laevers (2003) agree. Heylen and Laevers (2003) explain that the Leuven Scale is subjective due to the descriptors of each level.  Each level of the Leuven Scale has a description to explain what a child of that level would be doing to achieve it, however, what I may perceive an act of involvement to be a level four, someone else may perceive this to be a level two – showing there are some discrepancies between what individuals may perceive. 

Discussion and Findings
Throughout the observation, it was fundamental that I adhered to the BERA guidelines to ensure I remained ethical. The importance of being ethical, particularly around children, BERA (2018) guidelines outline that everyone participating in the research is to be treated equitably, delicately and with dignity. These guidelines provide everyone involved with the certainty that they will not be exploited during the observation. A pivotal aspect I also felt it vital to adhere to was collecting the assent of the children. Assent, as described by the University of Alaska Fairbanks (2024), is someone too young or unable to consent to participate, but is old enough to understand the research taking place. Due to the nature of this observation, I was able to collect the children’s assent as they were happy to participate in the task the teacher had set for them. The Institute of Medicine et al (2004) explains you are able to use assent when a child shows signs of; being comfortable in their setting, giving positive gestures, using inquisitive language and showing positive body language. All of these were present for the children within the group I was observing, giving me confidence that I had obtained their assent.
 The observation took place over twenty minutes, where I observed three children working in a group of six. The three children I observed all ranged in their academic abilities. Each child’s identity, as discussed, was kept anonymised following the BERA guidelines. 
Child One is the higher-ability pupil of the three being observed. Within the first five minutes of the task, they were rated a level five on the scale. They were rated a level five as they were involved from the second they sat down, showing inquisitive facial expressions, answering questions and giving positive body language. Child one’s involvement levels did decrease slightly to level three, because they took themselves away from their own work to help another child with theirs. However, once prompted to focus on their work, they quickly returned to trying to complete their work to the best of their ability – using the classroom displays to aid them in doing this. 
Child two is the lower-ability pupil in the group, who is often fairly disengaged from their learning. They started the task having involvement levels of three, showing signs of attempting to answer some questions and showing disinterest in their facial expressions. Child two put a good effort into answering the questions they knew they could now answer, however, once the ‘easier’ questions were answered, they became disengaged. At the end of the task, child two became completely disengaged, instead wanting to move on to a different activity without finishing all their questions. 
Child three is the middle-ability pupil in the group, who engages most of the time but can get distracted. They started the task fairly engaged by showing positive body language and answering questions. They were enthusiastic at first and developed their involvement levels to a five within the first ten minutes, by concentrating on their work. However, similarly to child two, they started to become more interested in the tasks the other children were participating in, becoming less involved in their work due to this. By the end of the task child three also wanted to move on to a different activity without finishing all their questions. 
Overall, from looking at Appendix two each of the children all started off the task mostly engaged. Estyn (2023) explains in their inspection report recommendations for School A that they should, provide opportunities for pupils from reception to year two to take responsibility for their own learning. This is why their teacher arranged for them to work in mixed-ability groups for this task. Working in the mixed-ability group helped Child Two and Child Three to be involved at the start, as they were surrounded by enthusiastic learners. In my opinion, working in mixed-ability groups would have been further successful if the learning environment provided fewer distractions for the children. This could have been done by setting all the children a focus task to complete, so that they were all working. 


Conclusion and Recommendations 
In conclusion, there are elements, which can be seen in Appendix Two, that children develop their mathematic skills by working in mixed-ability groups. This was evident through the findings of MKOs and peer learning within the group, which were presented through having a high-ability pupil in the group. Although there were drawbacks to this theory, School A were attempting to use this method because of their Estyn (2023) inspection report recommendations. Through my findings, there is a pattern in how the children's involvement levels changed. Each child’s involvement levels started high, and they all finished at least one level lower than they started. This suggests that this was down to their learning environment. The children were happy in their classroom learning environment, however, due to the open-plan layout of the classroom led to the children becoming distracted from their learning. This was because they could see and hear exactly what the other children were doing, with most of them being on free time, which seemed a lot more interesting. To overcome this issue, they could have all the children working at the same time to reduce their distractions, or have separate rooms for children on free time. 
The Leuven Scale and observation schedule tool did help me in gathering my data, however, next time I would use an observation tool that showed an explanation as to why behaviours changed and a tool that isn’t subjective. This is because my findings would be clearer and have a definite level that could be assigned to each child. 
Finally, from conducting this research I have learned a lot about what to include and exclude from my developing professional practice. I think the role of an MKO and peer learning within a mixed-ability group is vital, giving pupils access to develop their pedagogical principles and allowing them to develop their four purposes. I would try and be strategic in how I get the children to carry out tasks to the best of their ability, by ensuring that the classroom provides little to no distractions for them. I could do this by ensuring everyone is working on the same task, or if any pupils are on free time I would get them to do this in a separate space, for example, the school hall – ensuring that each child has a fair chance of reaching their potential.
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Appendix

Appendix One

 Do children develop their mathematic skills when working in mixed-ability groups?

Student Name:  Polly Hopkins                     Date: 7th February 2024                     Time: 10:00 am

Time Scale: Taken over 20 minutes task, observing every 5 minutes. 
                   : The scale is measuring the children's involvement in the activity.

	Lesson Context:





 



The Leuven Scale
I will measure the children's involvement during their mathematics session using the Leuven Scale. The Leuven scale measures children's involvement using the scale; 1 being extremely low involvement to 5 being extremely high involvement. 
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	Additional Information:









Appendix Two

Do children develop their mathematic skills when working in mixed-ability groups?

Student Name:  Polly Hopkins                     Date: 7th February 2024                     Time: 10:00 am

Time Scale: Taken over 20 minutes task, observing every 5 minutes. 
                   : The scale is measuring the children's involvement in the activity.

	Lesson Context:
The learning objective was – I can activate my prior knowledge of numbers and place value. 
I observed a group of six year 1 and 2 children during a maths session. Their task was to complete a ‘back to you’ sheet, in which they had completed at the start of their numbers and place value topic. They had to correct what they had done wrong when they had first completed the sheet to show how their knowledge had developed throughout the topic. 



The Leuven Scale
I will measure the children's involvement during their mathematics session using the Leuven Scale. The Leuven scale measures children's involvement using the scale; 1 being extremely low involvement to 5 being extremely high involvement. 

	
	Child 1 
	Child 2 
	Child 3 

	
5 minutes

	
5
	
3
	
4

	
10 minutes

	
5
	
4
	
5

	
15 minutes

	
3
	
3
	
3

	
20 minutes

	
4
	
1
	
1





	Additional Information:
Child 1 - started the task off well, being enthusiastic and ready to learn being the most able in the group. Their focus dropped a little towards the end of the task as they started trying to help other pupils, but regained their focus then at the end to finish off their work. (high ability) 

Child 2 - appeared not that interested during the first five minutes of the task. They attempted to answer some questions to draw some focus towards the task, but quickly became disinterested again by not engaging with the task at all and seemingly daydreaming. (low ability)

Child 3 - gave a good effort in their interest in the task within the first five minutes, which increased to full engagement within the activity. However, within the last five minutes, they became completely disengaged and were asking if they could move on to a different activity. (medium ability) 


Professional Reflection

1. Describe ONE of the observations you carried out.  What did you learn from it?
One of the observations I carried out was a Maths Task. The children had to complete a worksheet to demonstrate how they had developed their maths skills over the topic they had been focusing on. From this experience I learned the importance of having a quiet learning environment for the children to be able to concentrate, and so that they didn't get distracted.  

2. What were the challenges and opportunities of being a non-participant observer in the classroom?
The opportunities were, having the chance to take a step back and be able to see the learning take place, rather than being a part of the learning. 
The challenges were, not being able to help the children when they asked me to help them with a question they were stuck on or struggling with. 

3. In your experience, what were the benefits and limitations of the Leuven Scale as a research tool?
The benefits were, that I was able to gather my findings using a fairly simple scale that wasn’t too confusing. My findings were also all in one place which made it easy to look through quickly.
The limitations were, the Leuven Scale didn’t account for any of the children's personal needs. It doesn’t account for the learning environment, additional learning needs or why there might have been a behaviour change. 

4. What were the main points of learning for you in terms of being a researcher in the classroom? 
The main points for me were, being able to step back and witness what worked well for the children as a whole, being able to watch how some of the children learned and being able to understand from the experience of being a researcher how I could develop my own classroom. 

5. What would you do differently if you were to conduct this research again?  Why?
If I were to conduct this research again, I would try and identify a scale that accounts for changes in behaviour, for reasons such as, additional learning needs and the learning environment. 

6. Discuss any other methods of research you could use in the classroom to improve your practice.  What are the positives and negatives?
One method from conducting this research I would use in my classroom would be the use of an MKO. I think by sitting lower-ability children next to high-ability children will in turn help the lower-ability children learn and socialise better from sitting next to a higher-ability MKO child. 



