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ECAD4010- Researching the Learning: What, how and why am I teaching?

Task Description
A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool, ‘Leuven Scale’.

The Foundation Phase learning environment has generated substantial research into its effectiveness and ways in which it can be implemented to create successful learning, both indoors and outdoors. An enabling environment can encourage a child’s creativity and imagination, coupled with independence and opportunities to take risks (Hodgman, 2011). The learning environment can be defined as the diverse physical locations, contexts, and cultures where a pupil’s learning takes place (Bates, 2015). It may therefore be considered essential to review the environments periodically, to ensure the provisions are continuing to create stimulating and continuous learning. Environments in which children engage and learn within include enhanced and continuous provisions. These are spaces in and out of the classroom for children to use resources such as role play, arts and craft areas, book areas and outdoor construction, although this list may not be exclusive, and can range from one school to another. 
  Johann Pestalozzi (1774) is one key pedagogue who researched and actively endorsed the importance of experiences such as those above, for children to experiment, enabling them to arrive at their own answers (Barnes, 2015). It is suggested that continuous and enhanced provision should match children’s interests whilst being able to extend their learning and therefore considered good practice to add ‘child led’ resources to the enhanced provision, to spark interest and involvement (Government, 2017). Alongside child lead learning and experiences as key ideas for Foundation Phase (FP hereafter), it is suggested that learning reaches a higher success rate when direct teaching is also weaved into subjects to introduce concepts (Skinner, 2010).
   Within my research into the environment within FP, I have chosen the research question attached to video clip 3: ‘To what extent does the role play environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and engagement?’ (Department for Education, 2011). The video clip involved three primary school pupils taking part in a role play activity surrounding their prior learning of Fuji, Japan. The roles played were two travel agents and one customer. Role play and collaborative learning, according to my experience in placement schools, has gained increasing credit as opposed to a heavy focus on a teacher chalk- and- talk approach. Recent research suggests that collaborative learning can promote child involvement, and it allows for personalisation through differentiation (Carroll and McCulloch, 2014). A theory which governs collaborative learning including role play, according to Vygotsky (1978), is social Constructivism. Vygotsky’s focus of his social constructivism theory stated that children learn from experience and within social settings in the presence of a ‘more knowledgeable other’ (MKO hereafter) and within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD hereafter), a table that explains what a child can do with and without support (Gray and Macblain, 2015). 
  Although Vygotsky’s theories seem well researched and implemented, it also comes with implications. Vygotsky failed to add a methodology to use the ZPD, which can lead to open pathways on how it is to be used within an educational setting, and therefore not used effectively. He also ignores the use of literature in his original explanation of ZPD, even though it is suggested that teachers and pupils can gain knowledge from texts without the assistance of an experience or an MKO (Fani and Ghaemi, 2011). The current Foundation Phase Framework (2015) includes a ‘collaboration aspect’ to encourage teachers to create an actively engaging environment to involve children In each other’s learning whereas Donaldson (2015) strengthens this aspect in the curriculum review, by proposing children must work collaboratively to see the relevance in their work and what it presents in a group structure. 
  Additional research into the advantages of role play suggests that it can immerse students into real world contexts as well as enabling content to be learned in a deeper way (Interactive Lectures, 2018). By contrast, benefits are noted, and it is with further research and observations that you may find implications that can arise during role play. Some of these include embarrassment and discomfort from a pupil during the activity, possibly due to a shy and introvert nature. In addition, in large scale classrooms, a role play activity in high numbers may become unstructured and undesirable behaviors may show (Swift, 2018). It may be considered vital, that teacher observations during these activities, is relevant to assist with implications that arise to intervene appropriately.
  Research is used in educational settings, with the outcome resulting in policies, explanations, theories and importantly, a gateway to better practice through knowledge (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Observation as a research tool can be a form of direct evidence, and in my line of research, systematic observation was used as opposed to participant observation. Advantages that strengthen observation as a research tool include the direct recording of what people do and say, which can be efficient when used with an observation schedule, and when properly established, observation can also achieve high interobserver reliability (Denscombe, 2010). In contrast, observation can come with implications. These can include the ‘effect of the observer’ or the ‘Hawthorne effect’, where a person may feel self-conscious which could distort their natural behavior resulting in implausible evidence (Jersild and Meigs, 1939). A further disadvantage of observation as a research tool could be the size of the sample that is being observed in the research study. Small sample sizes may not be fully representative in terms of age, ethnic, gender or social class. This suggests the findings may lack ability to be generalised to a wider society (Mcleod, 2019).
   Within my research, I used the Leuven Scale to produce answers for the effectiveness of the role play environment in relation to pupil involvement. The Leuven scale was produced by Professor Ferre Laevers, and within his scale he identified two aspects of behavior that fundamentally underpins a child’s successful development: Wellbeing and involvement (Dubiel, 2014a). Further sources identify that children must feel well, safe, and involved to take their thinking deeper (Government, 2005), and these findings encouraged me to use both scales within my research planning. 
 The Leuven scale is a tool created to measure these two aspects of a child ranging from 1-5 during an observation. 1 on the scale being the lowest and 5 being the highest. An advantage of this scale allows practitioners to interpret a child’s levels of involvement and wellbeing to conclude if the provisions and experiences are appropriate for them (Dubiel, 2014b). In contrast, research states that children’s behaviors can fluctuate hour to hour, so one single observation using the Leuven Scale may be unrealistic unless approached with multiple opportunities to observe (Lewis, 2011). Before watching the video clip and with the research question in mind, I created an observation schedule (see appendix 1) incorporating the Leuven scale, to observe the three individual children’s wellbeing and involvement. Observation schedules can be efficient to use and can collect a vast amount of data in a systematic and planned manner, although in contrary to the above, it can have its limitations in a fast paced area such as schools, and some key observations could be missed in such an environment (Labert School, n.d.). Before the start of the observation, I ensured to establish an effective observation schedule, whilst ethically ensuring all data recorded into the schedule was kept anonymous and no singular person could be identified during the process. 
  Ethics play a key role in research studies. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) has created a document that underpins ethical guidelines, implications, and their possible solutions in relation to research (British Educational Research Association (BERA), 2018). Prior to this, the ‘Belmont Report’ (Office for Human Research Protections, 2018), attempted to summarise the three basic ethical principles including, respect, beneficence, and justice, and can be seen as the cornerstones for regulations with humans (Parija, Mandal and Acharya, 2011). A key principle in ensuring an ethical research study is recognising that participants should be fully aware and most importantly, understand the research process and how the outcomes will be used (Welsh Government, 2015). 
Guidelines issue the importance of treating individuals taking part or touched by the research, with respect and fairness, inclusive of all ages, race, gender, and socio-economic status (British Educational Research Association (BERA), 2018). Going further into the field of ethics in research, Consent is vital when choosing participants for a research study, and under the age of 16 it is necessary to ask the legal parent or guardian of the children for their consent (NSPCC, n.d.). It is deemed good practice when conducting research study with young participants to gain informed consent from them directly and ensure they are made aware of the research to try and understand its process. This can also involve the use of assent forms where appropriate (NSPCC, n.d.). Being a skilled ethical researcher incorporates the understanding of guidelines including the respect of any wishes to withdraw, whilst minimising any harm that could arise during the research through observation and knowledge of the research field (NHS, 2018). 
   During my observation of the video, I used the above guidelines to assist me ethically in conducting a fair and structured research, and in a real-life setting, informed assent and consent from guardians would have been sought. I would ensure the anonymity of every participant whilst keeping their data confidential. University ethical committees would have been involved in the process and BERA guidelines would assist me in ethical implications that arise. Participants would have been informed using picture books to deepen the level of understanding of the research concept. In my completed observation schedule (see appendix 2), it provided me with a basis to answer my research question into the role play environment and how it can provide opportunities for involvement and learning. My findings suggested that pupils with high level scores of wellbeing and involvement, took a confident stance in the activity with very few distractions. My research also suggested that the two pupils with higher level scores of involvement and wellbeing were able to extend their learning by confidently asking peers for help, such as how to spell a word. However, the pupil with lower involvement was not seen to seek as much guidance or fulfil activities that promote learning.
   The Leuven scale was a useful tool, in my opinion, for observing and recording the data efficiently. In response to the research question, it was found that the role play environment was inclusive, as the three children were included and had individual roles. The roles each included separate tasks and fundamentally worked in the small-scale size of the sample. In contrast, the role play may have been less inclusive if the sample size was bigger, as suggested previously by Swift (2018). Although wellbeing was not a part of the research question, I feel it was a score to compare against the involvement score. It may provide an explanation or link to one other, such as low wellbeing may result in low involvement and may provide a link or insight into the conclusion. The observation schedule provided an efficient way to record, although retrospectively, in large sample sizes it may not be as effective, due to large volumes of data and recording. A suggestion for large scale research studies could be to use naturalistic observation, to pick out the behaviors or actions from those within a large group that directly corresponds to the research question, and then record the data without a strict structure. This can allow for natural behaviors to be recorded and may have better ecological validity (Mcleod, 2019). In conclusion, it was found that within the video clip, the role play  environment created high levels of involvement, which promoted deeper learning through real life learning and peer support, although in contrast, there is no quintessential research study, and all will come with some implications including ethical implications. Although my research provided a basis for answering the research question, it was only based on a small sample, and therefore may have provided a very different outcome, may the sample have been larger and with different children with whom all have their own unique behavioral attributes.  
   Reflecting on the research study, I recognise and understand the importance of ethics and the basics of research, and how it needs to be carried into the professional workplace. Due to findings on the effectiveness of the role play environment to deepen learning and involvement, by assessing levels of involvement, I would use this learning strategy in practice. I would review the activity regularly after observations to ensure the environment is continuing to develop new ways of learning whilst keeping children engaged by using child lead resources to ignite their natural involvement. In future, I would be interested in looking at the correlation between learning within Vygotsky’s theory of an MKO. My research question would be proposed as ‘How does a pupil with lower abilities in spoken language skills, perform in terms of development, when working alongside a pupil with higher language skills rather than pupils of the same ability?’.
The research would involve observing a pupil working alongside a ‘more knowledgeable other’, and working alongside someone with the same capabilities, to assess how they develop over a period of time.
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Appendices
Appendix 1- Blank Observation Schedule 

Appendix 2- Completed Observation Schedule 
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