	
	Targed/Target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi’i wneud yr aseiniad hwn…
What have I done in this assignment…

	Targed/Target 1
	To develop critical thinking and address barriers and limitations in more detail, using literature to support you.
	I have read a lot more relevant articles and provided a critique to play-based learning in the form of theorist’s viewpoints.

	Targed/Target 2
	To give an application of a range of strategies that could be used to overcome challenges, thinking of your own creative ideas and strategies that you could place within a school.
	I have provided a strategy to improve play-based learning for a participant in my research, with reference to the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership.



A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool, ‘Leuven Scale’
Research Question: To what extent does a play-based approach lead to greater levels of pupil involvement in a Year 2 classroom?
Introduction
This assignment aims to determine whether a play-based approach to learning (PBL) can lead to greater levels of pupil involvement by utilising a non-participative observation research method and the Leuven Scale of 4 pupils in the Foundation Learning (FL) in 10-minute intervals. For this research, I observed a Year 2 class during their music lesson with Mrs. X at 9:15 and finished at 10:20 (1hr). The school is located in a village which is primarily inhabited by residents of a working-class background. According to Estyn (2023), 27.7% of pupils who attend School X have Additional Learning Needs (ALNs). This is a lot higher than the national average of 16.1%. In the Year 2 class, there are 25 pupils and 4 of whom have been selected as my research participants. Observing a small group of pupils for this research allowed me to focus on their behaviour and interactions more closely and would provide more insight into my research. It is also important to consider that how the classroom is arranged can affect how children behave, feel and act (Gordon-Biddle et al., 2013, p. 258). The Reggio Emilia approach acknowledges the physical environment as a ‘third teacher’ in children’s education, with parents and carers being the first two (Australian Children’s Education & Care Quality Authority, 2018, p. 1). The school will not be named, and neither will the pupils. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) emphasises maintaining the anonymity of the school and pupils is crucial stating, ‘’researchers should recognize the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity’’ (BERA, 2018).
Literature review
Children’s involvement in learning and daily activities has interested educational researchers. During the 1980’s, it was recognised that child involvement is linked with academic achievement. More recently, where there are concerns about the standards of education, child involvement has become of greater interest for both practitioners and researchers in education (Ritosa et al., 2023). PBL is, fundamentally, learning whilst playing (Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development, 2018). Article 31 of the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) lists ‘play’ as a specific right for all children in Wales to be entitled to (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2018). Play, however, is a difficult word to define, with many theorists and practitioners adding some alteration to its meaning (Gordon-Biddle et al., 2013, p265). Parker et al., (2022) do not specify play. Instead, they outline 5 traits that are present within the play in educational settings; they include joyful, socially interactive, actively engaging, iterative and meaningful (Zosh et al., 2017). Jerome Bruner, an American psychologist, viewed play as a crucial opportunity for risk-taking by children without worrying about failure (Gordon-Biddle et al., 2017, p266). Lev Vygotsky, a Soviet psychologist, considered play the foremost origin of a child’s development and learning (Alharbi, 2022). From Jean Piaget’s perspective, educators should adopt a non-participative role and enable children to establish their learning based on their stage of development which, in my experience, was the Sensorimotor stage (Simply Psychology, 2024). Vygotsky supports educators and child interaction through play whilst Piaget advocates for children to take initiative through free-play. However, children can move beyond free-play and like to carry out elevated tasks provided by a ‘More Knowledgeable Other’ using instructions. Educators understanding of Vygotsky’s theory can develop a curriculum with a focus on PBL, which the Welsh Government emphasises is a way children learn social behavioural rules, become self-aware and develop creatively, intellectually and physically (Welsh Government, 2015, p15). Headteachers in Wales have stated that children from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds are benefitting from PBL in the FL because it provides them with an experiential form of learning, often lacking at home (Welsh Government, 2015, p93). On the other hand, play is frequently seen as no more than an excuse to get children ready for school before the actual work starts (Walsh et al., 2017, p10). PBL, suggested by some educators, does not have structure, and fosters an informal classroom setting in which children from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to develop key skills, including numeracy and literacy, which in turn can affect their academic attainment (Welsh Government, 2015, p93). From my perspective, children from disadvantaged backgrounds are not ready to begin learning literacy and numeracy skills until they have had good quality play experiences enhancing their holistic development and preparing them for the next progression steps in learning.
Methodology
As noted by MacRae and Jones (2023), the Leuven scale, developed by Ferre Laevers, is an observational-tool from 1 – 5, which allows professionals working with children and young people to measure the degree in which they are engaged in a directed activity. The Leuven scale provides a description of each level; level 1 meaning the least engagement, and level 5 the highest. However, the Leuven scale does come with its advantages and disadvantages. An advantage of the Leuven scale is that it is observation-based and places children and young people at the core of their education. A disadvantage of the Leuven scale is that it does not consider children with ALNs, specifically those who are non-verbal. The characteristics outlined in the Leuven scale are not always present in children with ALNs, resulting in the findings of this observation-based tool being limited and/or incorrect when applied overall (Learning Journals, n/d). Non-participative observation is when the researcher does not join those they are observing (Encyclopedia.com, n/d) and is the type of observation used predominantly for this piece of research. An advantage of using this method for my research was that it allowed me to conduct an in-depth analysis while focusing on gathering the necessary information for this assignment. A disadvantage of non-participant observation is the Hawthorne effect. ‘’The Hawthorne effect refers to a tendency in some individuals to alter their behaviour in response to their awareness of being observed’’ (Fox et al., 2007). The data collected from observational research can be qualitative, but they are also quantitative or can sometimes include both (KPU Pressbooks, n/d). Qualitative data is the collection of verbal data that can be described in words and quantitative data, by contrast, is based on numerical data that can be measured and/or counted (Arthur et al., 2012, p165). When research includes both types of data, this is known as Mixed-Methods research (MMR). MMR can permit a more complete and comprehensive understanding of events compared to a single-method approach (Cohen et al., 2018, p33). Using quantitative and qualitative data in MMR can provide more certainty in my research findings but will require more time to analyze (Gov.UK, 2020).
Discussion and findings
[bookmark: _Hlk159453371]‘’Research ethics are a set of principles and guidelines that shape and guide the way any research involving sentient beings (i.e. people and animals) is designed, conducted, managed, used and disseminated’’ (Oxfam, 2020, p. 2). Essentially, the phrase ‘ethics’ relates to moral principles of guiding conduct (Govil, 2013) including, but not limited to, integrity, confidentiality, honesty and dignity (Shamoo and Resnik, 2009). According to Peter Singer (2001), professor of bioethics at Princeton University, ethics tries to solve questions we ought to continuously ask ourselves whilst conducting research (Bos, 2020, p. 31), namely ‘’Is this research in the subject’s interests? As well as ‘’What are the possible benefits, risks and costs?’’ (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 21). This highlights that educational research must be carried out in an inclusive and open-ended style (BERA, 2018, p. 3).  A key requirement for research, especially when it includes children and young people, is informed consent (Tes Magazine, 2019). Obtaining consent is vital in research when it includes children and young people (General Medical Council, 2013, p. 8) and it is ‘’the process of telling potential research participants about the key elements of a research study and what their participation will involve’’ (University of Michigan, 2023). Alderson (2004) recognised that consent is of primary concern in research with children and young people which raises difficult, often uncertain questions. I did not require consent from my participants because my research findings will not be published, but if they were, I would need the approval of their parents and carers because they are not old enough to give consent. ‘’Assent is agreement given by a child/young person, or others who are not legally empowered to give consent’’ (Medical Research Council, n/d). Educational researchers must abide by the UNCRC and inform their participants that they ‘’have the right to withdraw from the research at any time, for any reason’’ (BERA, 2011). Anonymity is something that educational researchers must consider as it can ‘’protect the privacy of those who voluntarily agree to participate in research’’ (Allen, 2017, p. 228). Confidentiality is one issue that anonymity brings (Tes Magazine, 2019). Children and young people are encircled by adults who have a legal obligation to act as ‘gatekeepers’, guarding their decision on whether they should contribute to research and protect them from external influences (Mason, 2004). The General Data Protection Regulation 2018 is a Europe-wide law which provides notable protection and rights to participants in research (Welsh Government, 2018, p. 1) and is a crucial piece of legislation to comply with to avoid a breach of anonymity and confidentiality. PBL has become an influential approach to encourage pupil involvement, development of holistic skills and inclusion (Berry et al., 2022). Pupil O had the lowest level of involvement during my observations. Pupil O was involved during the first 10 minutes of my observation, but their involvement quickly deteriorated after the class teacher instructed all pupils to walk around the classroom. Following a discussion with my mentor, I learned that Pupil O has physical ill health problems, which causes them difficulty during activities that may become physically demanding. This can explain why their involvement deteriorated after 10 minutes. Pupil A enjoyed the music lesson, played with the instruments and sang with the group regularly but misbehaved occasionally. Hence, my involvement score of 4. This resulted in Mrs. X warning Pupil A about the consequences of their behaviour before being sent outside the classroom for 2 minutes due to arguing with others and not listening to instructions. When they stepped back into the classroom, Mrs. X did not need to give anymore warnings as Pupil A was made to sit away from the pupils they had been arguing with. Next, I gave Pupil P a score of 5 as they were engaged the most and eager to answer questions whilst meeting the success criteria of Mrs. X’s lesson. They were fully involved throughout my observation, recorded every 10 minutes. On the contrary, Pupil D only scored a 2 due to only playing with their instruments sparingly and sought help from other pupils, as they often confused. During the lesson, every pupil clapped their hands and said their name in either a low or high voice. Pupil D is selective-mute and School X has been having difficulties with encouraging them to speak. During the group activity, Pupil D does not respond, and Mrs. X moves onto the next person rather than waiting for them to speak. To increase Pupil D’s participation during the activity, Mrs. X could let them bang a drum in sync with somebody saying their name for them. This allows Pupil D to participate and is a step towards better inclusive teaching practice.
Conclusion
Following my observations at School X, I conclude that PBL is a strategic approach to increasing pupil involvement within FL. This is also supported by the range of valid and reliable pieces of literature I have brought together from books and online. However, viewing the results on my observation sheet, it is clear to see that PBL is not suitable for all. In particular, the 2 pupils with highlighted ALNs and one with behavioural issues. A strength of this research is that the Leuven scale was easy to fill in. I observed the participants for 1 hour with 10-minute intervals to identify any changes in the participant’s behaviour to be noted and not missed. A limitation of this research, however, is that I only recorded the involvement of 4 out of 25 pupils in the Year 2 classroom. As a result, my findings are a vague representation on the effectiveness of PBL in promoting the level of pupil involvement in FL. If I recorded the level of involvement of more children in Year 2, I could have acquired more precise results, but this was not attainable for a small-scale research project. Also, the Leuven scale does not take into account children with ALNs nor the setup of the learning environment. Therefore, the next time I conduct research, I will use observation-based tools that are more considerate of ALNs in children to further my professional practice and evaluate the progress of all pupils in the classroom. The Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership evaluate the performance of student teachers working towards Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) and outline their minimum level of practice (Department for Education, 2011, p. 3). Research ties in with Professional Learning. This strand is about enhancing existing knowledge and skills whilst reflecting on your professional development to improve pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2019, p. 16). When schools make efficient use of research evidence and other data, this can raise the status of the teaching profession, but it can also inform decision-making on meeting the requirements of children in FL (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 8). Overall, I learned that research cannot be done without properly considering ethics. If I did not follow BERA guidelines, my research could potentially be brought into dispute and be guilty of misconduct (Ramarathan et al., 2017, p. 436).
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