A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool, ‘Leuven Scale’.
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Does the use of Outdoor Learning positively impact the engagement of children within a foundation phase class?
The use of researching within a school setting allows teachers to observe their students, providing them with the opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of their own teaching methods, and whether they are successful or not. Benjamin (1994, cited in Childhood observations 2008, p.42) says that: “Systematic observations also help professionals to understand the reasons behind children’s behaviour in certain situations.” When conducting my own research I investigated the use of outdoor learning, looking deeper into the engagement of the students, and how surrounding environments of children can affect their engagement. According to Learning Through Landscapes (2022), outdoor learning can benefit students in multiple ways; these being in areas like: physical skills, confidence, communication and collaborative learning. However, these benefits can only be equipped with appropriate levels of engagement from the students. Therefore, using the Leuven Scale to record multiple students’ levels of engagement through my own observations, I attempted to answer my research question. 
Within the Welsh Governments new version of the Welsh curriculum, we can see the creation of the four purposes. One of the four purposes listed by the Welsh Government (2022) is: creative learners who can implement their own knowledge and understanding into their own work and day to day situations. Following this, White (2014, p.108) suggests that the opportunity to be creative in multisensory activities outdoors, works successfully to create more engagement. Her findings, however, suggests that given the opportunity to be creative and messy outdoors, boys were more engaged in their learning. This interestingly follows the gender stereotype that girls are more ‘prim’ and ‘sophisticated’ not wanting to become messy and hands on.  This raises questions as to whether the rising pedagogy of outdoor learning is actually successful for all learners. Adventure Ready Girls (2021) stated that around sixteen percent or parents would be less likely to take their daughters to play outside. From this, it could be suggested that later in life, within things like outdoor learning, girls would be a lot less enthused and engaged compared to the engagement of boys. As the use of outdoor learning is becoming more popular around Wales, it is vital that teachers examine their pedagogy when outdoors to ensure they meet the standards of the four purposes to give all of their students the equal opportunities that there are entitled to. The UNCRC rights of a child (2023) would agree with this, stating in Article twenty-eight that every child has the right to learn and attend school.                                                                                                                                                                                            The use of outdoor learning allows children to learn independently. Within activities children learn how to solve problems themselves, this may be through group activities or independent learning. By allowing the children to learn independently they will gain their own knowledge through their own experiences. This means a much greater understanding, than that of a usual lesson. Maria Montessori would agree with this approach. Montessori (1989, cited in Exploring Outdoor Play In Early Years 2014, p.18) was a firm believer in child led learning, allowing the learner to make their own decisions. It was Montessori who cultivated the idea of outdoor learning, referring to the garden as a house in which the children were like masters. However, many could say Montessori’s methods were chaotic and disorganised, and lacking in discipline. Behaviourist Edward Thorndike’s theory of Law and Effect would agree with this. McLeod (2018) summarised Thorndike’s theory saying: his experiment of a cat in a puzzle box suggested that, actions followed by positive outcomes would be adopted, and those with bad outcomes would not. This meaning that, within a classroom setting, a child is more likely to continue to be engaged with their learning if they continue to do well, and the opposite if they perform badly. Some may feel that Thorndike’s theory would have overall negative consequences on children as it leaves no room for error and mistakes, which are crucial for children’s development. 
To calculate the level of engagement of students, I used the Leuven Scale. Out of the two forms of Leven Scale, one focusing on well being and the other on involvement, I used the one based on involvement. It consists of five levels of involvement: Extremely Low, Low, Moderate, High and Extremely High. The level of extremely low is that of students who are not mentally involved and physically, the lowest amount of involvement they could reach, and extremely high is the most enthused a student can be, physically and mentally. A child with extremely low engagement would exhibit physical signs of disengagement in the form of crying, screaming and being significantly uncomfortable, whereas a child of extremely high engagement would show signs of extreme happiness and full focus. Despite this tool being useful when conducting research, it does however have so disadvantages. The first of these is that many children may not fit into one of the specific categories mentioned in the Leuven scale, it doesn’t have a broad enough scale. This is very much the case for children with additional learning needs. One of the main additional learning needs it does not cater for is children who are mute (Learning Journals, 2023). Therefore some may say that it is not a reliable source in all classrooms as it does not cater for all.  To note the engagement of students I produced an Observation Sheet (see in appendix). This included a table in which I would observe three students for ten minutes every fifteen minutes. This observation would observe their engagement with their environment, tasks, and other students. Although this is an easier way for noting observations, it still leaves opportunity for the researcher to miss something important whilst they write what they have earlier seen. This however could be seen as a weakness of the Observation schedule, rather than one of the Leuven scale itself. 
When conducting research in any form, it is vital that the researcher takes an ethical stance. This is extremely relevant when conducting research based on young children’s engagement. Research of this kind “requires sensitivity and planning” (Walker and Solvason 2014, p.33). Sharing a similar view to that of Walker and Solvason, the Bera Ethical Guidelines (2018, p.6) build on their views saying that a researcher should keep in account the child’s age, gender, that all are treated fairly with no bias, and all should be treated with dignity. Keeping this in mind, when conducting my research, I was given consent to take pictures for my research with the inclusion of the students. However, although I had this consent I did lack assent from the students who would have been included in the picture. Therefore, following things like the Bera Guidelines, I decided to just picture the learning environment without the students. 
To conduct my research, I was placed in School X. Within school X I was placed in a class with a combination of nursery and reception children. In my first day, I found they spent a majority of their time conducting outdoor learning, especially within their mud kitchen/ forest school. I therefore decided that this would be my topic focus. I firstly chose three children I would follow focusing on their engagement within the tasks, environment and with others. These I labelled as child, A, B and C. Within their lessons outdoors, the children were encouraged to work independently or as a team, rather than going to the teacher for help. If working in a team they would be working to collect ingredients for a mud pie, and if not, they could create their own tasks within the outdoor area. This could be roll play or multiple other options. Child A was a young boy who was shovelling for, in his own words, ‘treasure’. He was using his imagination to create a more fun task for himself than shovelling for the ingredients for the mud pies they were making. His engagement level at this time was four. Whilst shovelling, child A came across a large mound of mud in which he struggled to dig. He became less engaged in his activity and annoyed that he couldn’t continue, bringing his engagement level down to a three. In his struggle, instead of coming up with his own solution, he found another shovel and handed it to me, asking if I could help him. This did cause a bit of obstruction to my observation, as I then wasn’t focused, however it was interesting to see the child approach a more knowledgeable other to find help, instead of forming his own solution. A more knowledgeable other is someone with a ‘higher ability’ than that of the person who needs help (Future Learn 2013). Vygotsky would approve of this child’s method of learning as he feels that the teacher should be involved with the child’s learning. However, Bilton (2010, p.1) argues that when outdoors children are at their most free to feel “settled and capable”. Bilton follows the idea of independent learning in the outdoors, allowing the children to discover things for themselves. However, in Child A’s case, he didn’t feel this capability and sought for help elsewhere. Once he had found this help his engagement level went back up to four, as he knew he could continue with his task. 
Child B was a young girl who was mute. The teachers informed me that she can talk but chooses not to. In my first observation of this girl, it was clear that she was very isolated and disengaged. She stood alone just looking around. I labelled her engagement as a level two. In my second observation I found her to be slightly happier, running around and following others sometimes, but still not socialising. Here I labelled her as a level three. In my last observation I found she was very similar to my first observation, alone and sad, not participating in anything. I labelled her as a level two again. Woods (2016, p.48) suggests that children are social beings who learn from each other in unusual circumstances.  However, in Child B’s circumstance this is clearly not the case. Child B was completely reluctant to work with others even when others approached her. This could suggest that working outdoors doesn’t work for every child’s way of learning and this child may need a more calm and quiet environment to learn in. 
Child C was a young girl who was deaf. She wore a hearing aid and was very skilled at lip reading. Within my first observation of her it was clear that she was really enjoying herself, interacting with others and leading some games. This level of engagement continued during her entire lesson outside. Her hearing did not affect her engagement at all. Child C did happen to run to an out of bounds area, however, using a machine that connects to the child’s hearing aid, the teacher was able to call her straight back. The use of this machine meant that when participating in teacher led activities outside, this girl would always be able to hear what her instructions were. UNCRC rights of a child (2022) would approve of the measures this school has taken to ensure this child can be included, as article two says that every child as a right to non- discrimination. 
To conclude, it is clear that outdoor learning can benefit children in many ways. Being presented with the opportunity to be independent in their own learning from early on in their school life, they can gain confidence and more understanding of the world around them. Many children have shown that it is a successful way of teaching, keeping many engaged and enjoying their lesson. However, it can be seen also that outdoor learning is not suited to every child’s needs. Some children may find they are too stimulated outdoors and need a calmer environment to learn in. Within my future practice I hope to include the use of outdoor learning as much as I can. It is something that I feel can really benefit a learner, as the majority of children within the class were highly engaged, and enjoying their time. I would also participate in some form of research inside the classroom to see what pedagogy I should use for those children that I found were not engaged, to ensure that they are also being provided with the learning and care that they deserve. 
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Roedd y Dyddiau Ymchwil yn caniatdu i ti ddechrau wneud cysylltiadau rhwng damcaniaeth
ac arfer. Defnyddia’r templed hwn i fyfyrio ar dy brofiad fel ymchwilydd.

The Research Days allowed you to start making connections between theory and practice.
Use this template to reflect on your experience as a researcher.

1. Disgrifia UN o'r arsylwadau a gyflawnwyd gennyt. Beth wnest ti ei ddysgu ohono?
Describe ONE of the observations you carried out. What did you learn from it?

There was a girl on the playground who was stood alone. She wasn’t playing with anyone or
anything. She was just stood watching. A child then approached her which led to her joining
in on the game they were playing. | learnt that some children lack the confidence to
approach others, and be involved with others, it takes a more confident child to take the
step and watch out for others.
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2. Beth oedd yr heriau a'r cyfleoedd o fod yn sylwedydd nad oedd yn cymryd rhan (non-/
participant observer) yn yr ystafell ddosbarth?
What were the challenges and opportunities of being a non-participant observer in
the classroom?

It was useful being a non- participant observer as it gave the opportunity to witness
much more of what was taking place. It meant that there was less chance of me
missing any changes in behaviour, or anything that could affect the involvement of
the students. However, it did also come with challenges. One of these challeneges
was that the children wanted me to come and play and help them with their
activities, meaning | would then potentisally miss imporatant observations that could
be taking place.

3. Yndy brofiad di, beth oedd manteision a chyfyngiadau'r Raddfa Leuven fel offeryn
ymchwil?

In your experience, what were the benefits and limitations of the Leuven Scale as a
research tool?

| feel the Leuven scale can be a useful tool within various forms of teaching
observations. | feel that the terms it breaks each participation step down into words
that are easily unserstandable, so that when observing you know exactly what you
are seeing. However, within the class | was placed in, | do feel it was more difficult to
put the Leuven scale into practice. As | was placed in a class built up of nursery and
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reception students, most of the learning took place in the form of play. This was
mostly independent. Therefore with children continuously running around in various
different groups, it was difficult to keep up with the children | was observing, and
many of the children | feel fitted into catagories that aren’t included within the
Leuven Scale.

4. Beth oedd prif bwyntiau dysgu i ti o ran bod yn ymchwilydd yn yr ystafell ddosbarth?

What were the main points of learning for you in terms of being a researcher in the
classroom?

| found that some children will be very open to talk with you as a teacher, wanting a
good relationship with you, and some could be the complete opposite. | found more
children were open to communicting with me within the early years like nersary and
reception, whereas in classes like year two, some students were very timid and
reserved when talking to me.

5. Beth fyddetti'n ei wneud yn wahanol pe bae ti'n cynnal yr ymchwil hon eto? Pam?
What would you do differently if you were to conduct this research again? Why?

If | were to conduct research again | would initially come up with backup questions.
This is because, when starting this porcess | wanted to base my research question on
technology. However, because there was not much use of technology within my
classroom, | had to change it to something they were actively participating in for alot
of their school day.

v
Page2of3 809 words D] Focus g ———8F——+ 100%
8°C n ~ 18:20
o Cloudy J9 &= m . - i ' . . . U W N @R RED 0 e




image8.png
we Bl  Reflection Template - Protected View - Saved to this PC v £ Search A Megan Hoskins (2200608) . & = o X

File Home Insert Draw Design Layout References Mailings Review View Help RCM 4 Comments

PROTECTED VIEW Be car drotected View

If | was doing this again | would base my question on the different types of classroom
environments. This is because, whenever I’'ve been in primary schools, I'm used to
seeing bright colours and very vibrant displays. However, the school | was in was a
minimalist school with it’s main colour pallete being beige and brown. | would like to
see whether the use of these colours help, or over stimulate students.

6. Trafoda unrhyw ddulliau eraill o ymchwil y gallet eu defnyddio yn yr ystafell
ddosbarth i wella dy ymarfer. Beth yw'r pethau positif a negyddol?

Discuss any other methods of research you could use in the classroom to improve
your practice. What are the positives and negatives?

| feel that self reflection would be another useful form of research. This could be in
the form of filming your lesson (with parental concent) and seeing the children’s
engagement whilst you are taking the lesson. You are then able to assess yourself in
terms of yourtone of voice, enthusiasm, are you overcomplicating it, and are you
involving the children?
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