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Cycle 1 Researching the Learning: what, how and why am I teaching?
A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool, ‘Leuven Scale’.

Introduction
 Research within an education setting is challenging but essential to developing accurate and influential teaching methods and resources. Within this module, I observed a video of a small group of foundation phase learners taking part in a role-play activity. The learning environment consists of a desk, a number of chairs, appropriate labels, picture cards, clipboards and a telephone. My research question was “To what extent does the role-play environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?”. I constructed and completed an observation schedule to accurately plan and collect the relevant data (See Appendix 1 and 2). Using the Leuven Scale, I was able to collect data and consider the pupils' wellbeing and involvement throughout the task. I understand that role-play is common practice within the foundation phase and is presented within the Foundation Phase Curriculum (Welsh Government, Revised 2015). This suggests that role-play is an integral learning technique within the foundation phase and should be encouraged particularly for development within the early years. ESTYN (2017) also makes a number of references to role-play activities and environments as examples of good practice. These examples include set-ups such as a bakery, a café, a beach, and a castle. The report (ESTYN, 2017) also regards these role-play scenarios as evidence of active and experiential learning. This further supports the concept of role-playing as a highly regarded element of a successful foundation phase environment.

Literature Review
 Within the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020), there are 12 pedagogical principles set for all schools and teachers to abide by. It is stated within these principles that pupils should be taught through a variety of teaching approaches, that they should be encouraged to be creative and that teaching should support emotional and social development (Welsh Government, 2020). Therefore, it can be seen as important to ensure that as practitioners we supply pupils with a wealth of different teaching and learning methods and resources. Barnett (1977) discusses role-play and make-believe play and its association with cognitive development, it is suggested that during this play children are adapting idea and bending reality to align with their current understanding. Barnett (1977) suggests that by assimilating ideas of reality into fantasy and roleplay, children are expanding their knowledge and cognitive abilities to process new information. Bodrova (2008) also supports the concept of role-playing in the classroom by discussing the use of symbolic play as an opportunity for continuous practise of previous learning. This implies that imaginative role-play can be structured and guided to support current teaching topics. Torrance (1974) reviews the work of Jerome Singer and holds the view that imaginative play can be particularly effective for children who have difficulties with processing emotions such as anger. Torrance (1974) gives the concept that by giving children opportunities to act like a different person they are allowed to focus on considering how another person would behave and can then begin to reflect on their own emotions and behaviours. This would be supportive of the pedagogical principles (Welsh Government, 2020) that ensure social and emotional development is upheld within teaching practice. A study reported by Cemore and Herwig (2005) investigates a possible link between role-play and a delay is gratification. The results of the study suggest that there is a link between children who spend significant time on role-play activities and those children being able to regulate themselves and not act on pure impulse. The above viewpoints offer very positive insights into the concept of role-play not only securing an extensive range of knowledge through continuous practise but also additional support for the development of children’s social and emotional behaviours. In addition, Elias and Berk (2002) also describe role-play activities as providing opportunities to develop rich verbal expression, be open to negotiation and understand social rules. However, Elias and Berk (2002) highlights that role-play in a classroom environment should be supervised and guided appropriately to ensure that children do not become obsessed with independent fantasising as it is suggested that this could lead to a child becoming isolated socially and/or more likely to engage in socially inappropriate behaviours. I can see that this is a possibility and should definitely be monitored and regulated by school staff to ensure that every child’s wellbeing is upheld and prioritised.

Methodology 
This study was conducted using observation as the research tool. The video that was observed displayed three children participating in a role-play activity and attempting to play the roles of customers and agents at a travel agent store. It was indicated that an accurate observation should give clear context to the learning environment, have a set time series of recordings and clear division between each child observed. (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007). I constructed and completed an observation schedule to accurately observe and measure my findings appropriately (See Appendix 1 and 2). The observation schedule was based upon the Leuven Scale of Involvement and Wellbeing which is admired and well-known within the education sector (Early Years HQ, 2019). The Leaven Scale is praised for its ability to support empathetic understanding of the child, respecting children’s initiatives and natural desire for experimentation (Early Years HQ, 2019). Leavers (2005) puts forward that the wellbeing scale can be used to measure whether is a child is at ease within an environment, he holds that this is crucial to obtain successful interventions and uphold children’s wellbeing. The scales of wellbeing and involvement are completed through giving a rating of 1-5 which correspond to different signs and behaviours that indicate the child’s level of wellbeing and involvement as shown within the observation schedule (See Appendix 1 and 2). Leavers (2005) insists that these ratings are not directly linked to continuous behaviours of development levels and that observers should be more interested in factors such as body language, attention span and ability to refrain from distractions to determine each child’s level. This was continually considered when I undertook my observation of the video and I carefully considered each child and their rating using the given descriptions. I understand that the drawbacks of such observations using rating scales can be partially inaccurate due to the observer being less likely to give child rating within the extremities of the scale (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007). However, this was considered, and it is evident from the completed schedule (See Appendix 1) that there was no hesitation to use the extreme ratings.


Discussion and Findings  
Educational researchers must always be mindful to abide by guidelines and regulations surrounding children and their rights when taking part in research. BERA guidelines (2018) outline the responsibilities that educational researchers must follow, these guidelines endorse the UNCRC (2019) rights of the child. The BERA (2018) guidelines discuss that children of all ages should be given information about any research that they will be involved with, this information should be explained appropriately so that children can understand as fully as possible. This is to ensure that all children are able to participate in research with assent even when they cannot legally give informed consent. Assent can be given by children in many ways and is often referred to as an opt-in and opt-out scheme where children can either verbally or non-verbally withdraw assent at any times. Some examples of this would include wearing different colour stickers, having a specific hand signal or moving to a different area to signal the desire to no longer participate (BERA, 2018). The Welsh Government (2015b) also give guidance about the correct storage of data and information and give strict ethical guidelines for educational research. Due to the nature of research with children, it is very important that guidelines around confidentiality and anonymity are followed to ensure that child protection orders are upheld (Welsh Government 2015b). Within this module, the observation completed was subject of a video clip and therefore there was no need for a prior regulation such as an information letter and consent form. However, within a standard classroom observation (Shawa. 2017), providing every piece of information and gaining written informed consent would be a crucial step to complete before taking the observation. Shawa (2017) discusses the value of ensuring every participant and their legal guardians are fully informed and can give voluntary consent or assent if underage. If circumstances allowed, I would ensure these regulations and guidelines were followed and given all due care and attention.
 
From my observation, it was evident that the children were familiar with their role-play environment and the symbolic toys that were there to enhance their imaginative scenarios.  Walsh (2017) discusses the impact of structured imaginative scenarios with set roles and an end goal within the classroom. The author holds the view that giving structure to role-play improves both classroom play quality and children’s executive functioning skills.  This seems to be the case within the observation I took, the children’s wellbeing rating were continuously moderate and above and the three children seem comfortable and confident within the video. Germoth (2019) also a high opinion of role-within the classroom, although, in contrast, Germoth (2019) warns of the risk of restricting a child’s imagination by over-structuring children’s play. I can see the potential risk is a possibility as, within the video, the children are very aware of what their end goal is how it should be reached. This was surprising to me as I have become accustomed to children’s spontaneous nature at a young age. I personally believe that a suitable balance of both structures role-play and opportunities for free play and experimentation in role-play is most appropriate. The children’s involvement within the role-play was also observed and rated within my research. It was noted that at regular points the male pupils took a much more active role within the play whereas the female took a more passive role and remained fairly quiet in comparison. I found this rather interesting as it is often stereotyped that boys are less inclined to engage in imaginative play than girls (Satoshi Kanazawa, 2008). On a personal level, I see this as very positive as it shows role-play as an opportunity for children to experiment with different forms of play and learning regardless of their sex. Mayeza (2018) holds the view that role-play can encourage children to use playtime imaginatively and think beyond the boundaries of reality and stereotyping. I can see that for both boys and girls to be able to feel free in choosing to play imaginatively and use role-play to build knowledge while learning is very positive.

Conclusion and Recommendations 
To conclude, it is evident that Role-play areas and activities are a popular and highly admired element of the Foundation Phase classroom. Imaginative play activities are recommended within the current foundation phase curriculums and can be included as part of an active and experiential learning environment. I am confident that role-play can be used as an opportunity to support learning within enhanced and continuous provision as it gives children the opportunity to experiment with new ideas and make meaningful links and connections to previous and future learning. I am aware that there are some minor concerns about role-playing within the classroom but I believe that with appropriate monitoring and regular supervision, no child would be disadvantaged through role-play. Now to answer my research question, “To what extent does the role-play environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?”. It would seem fair to say that more research would need to be completed and considered to give a comprehensive and accurate answer, however, from completing this research I am confident that there seems to be a lot of potential for role-play and its impact on pupil involvement and learning. I am confident that my observation was completed accurately and as professionally as possible with careful planning and completion of an observation schedule. Despite this, I feel that my research was somewhat limited by me not being able to carry out a live observation rather than a video as I feel I would have been able to give better context to my observation and perhaps more accurate ratings. Despite this, I think that I made good use of the Leuven Scale and feel confident that I will continue to use this within my future practice to monitor pupils’ wellbeing and involvement. The Education Endowment Foundation (2019) suggests that for teachers to be successful there is a continuous need for professional learning and development. I feel that research and observation are important for teachers to complete and would support professional to develop and reflect on their own practice. I look positively towards involving personal research in my future practice, I hope to research and analyse topics such as gender inequalities within the foundation phase and the development of children with significant additional needs in comparison to their peers. A research question that I would like to focus on could be “To what extent is it successful to educate children with significant additional learning needs within a mainstream foundation phase classroom”. I feel that this is a topic that I would enjoy researching and would produce results that would impact my future practice as a primary school teacher. 
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Appendix:
Appendix 1 – Completed Observation ScheduleObservation Schedule
Research Question: To what extent does the role play environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?                                                           
Name of Observer: Amelia Harwood                    
Success Criteria: To participate within the role play area to aid learning and development.
Date: 30/04/2020                                                                Time: 10:30am
Classroom Environment: Foundation Phase classroom with a role play area decorated with labels, pictures, pen, notebooks, and a telephone prop to act as a travel agent store.
Time Scale: Observations taken at 1, 2 and 3 minutes.  
(Total Video length: 3 minutes and 59 seconds)
Wellbeing
1. Extremely low: Signs of discomfort, crying, angry, withdrawn or avoiding contact.
2. Low: Body language displays that child is uneasy, intermittent signs of discomfort. 
3. Moderate: Neutral posture, little or no emotion. No signs of discomfort or pleasure.
4. High: Obvious signs of satisfaction, intensity is not constant.
5. Extremely High: Cheerful, energetic, consistently happy, smiling and confident.

1 Minute 
2 Minutes
3 Minutes 
Overall (mode)
Child A
High (4)
Ex High (5)
Ex High (5)
Ex High (5)
Child B
Moderate (3)
Moderate (3)
Moderate (3)
Moderate (3)
Child C
Ex High (5)
High (4)
High (4)
High (4)

Involvement
1. Extremely low: Simple repetitive activity, seems absent and lacking energy.
2. Low: Frequently interrupted activity, moments of non-activity, very distracted.
3. Moderate: Busy with mainly continuous activity, make progress but easily distracted.
4. High: Continuous with intense moments, very involved not easily distracted.
5. Extremely High: Continuous, intense activity, concentrated, creative and persistent.

1 Minute
2 Minutes
3 Minutes
Overall (mode)
Child A
High (4)
Ex High (5)
High (4)
High (4)
Child B
High (4)
High (4)
Ex High (5)
High (4)
Child C
Ex High (5)
Moderate (3)
Moderate (3)
Moderate (3)

































Additional Comments

Child A
Child B
Child C
Wellbeing
Appears confident in playing a leading role. Asks for help with spelling and admits mistakes with ease. Able to act “professionally” and appears energetic and enthusiastic. 



Comes across as a shy and reserved child, plays a more passive role but is keen to stay involved. Able to make quiet conversation and observe peers whilst they make decisions. Appears content but lacks self-assurance.
Is able to hold good conversation with peers. Seems excited and able to empathise well with how a person would feel in the role as a customer. The child is clear and consistent when making decisions but is happy to compromise.
Involvement
Is clearly engaged and focused on the task. Makes minor errors initially maybe due to a lack of concentration but is able to make corrections. Is content and creative when using the telephone and asking the customer relevant questions. 

Takes a smaller role but is able to give customer options using pictures to support. Child is also able to be observant and write a ticket in collaboration with the plans being made by peers. Despite lacking self-assurance, the child is confident in their involvement and production of work. 
Appears to be confident in given role and responsibilities. Appears to be sometimes distracted by the roleplay props such as the telephone and appears to be ’fidgeting’ when not directly involved in current task. Not yet able to self-regulate and maintain focus whilst observing. 





































Appendix 2 – Blank Observation ScheduleObservation Schedule
Research Question: 
Name of Observer: 
Success Criteria: 
Date:                                                                                          Time: 
Classroom Environment: 
Time Scale:  

Wellbeing
6. Extremely low: Signs of discomfort, crying, angry, withdrawn or avoiding contact.
7. Low: Body language displays that child is uneasy, intermittent signs of discomfort. 
8. Moderate: Neutral posture, little or no emotion. No signs of discomfort or pleasure.
9. High: Obvious signs of satisfaction, intensity is not constant.
10. Extremely High: Cheerful, energetic, consistently happy, smiling and confident.

1 Minute 
2 Minutes
3 Minutes 
Overall (mode)
Child A

 


Child B




Child C





Involvement
6. Extremely low: Simple repetitive activity, seems absent and lacking energy.
7. Low: Frequently interrupted activity, moments of non-activity, very distracted.
8. Moderate: Busy with mainly continuous activity, make progress but easily distracted.
9. High: Continuous with intense moments, very involved not easily distracted.
10. Extremely High: Continuous, intense activity, concentrated, creative and persistent.

1 Minute
2 Minutes
3 Minutes
Overall (mode)
Child A




Child B




Child C




Additional Comments

Child A
Child B
Child C
Wellbeing




Involvement
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