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Learning independently and through play is highly encouraged within my research school and is incorporated into almost every aspect of learning within a school day for the foundation phase. The foundation phase must include both pupil-initiated, and teacher directed activity to ensure a balance in their learning (Welsh Gov, 2015). Play is seen to be vital to their learning and attention to ensure they are developing intellectually, as well as certain characteristics needed for their work (Welsh Gov, 2015). Having independent, fun tasks for pupils to engage in, ultimately aids the development of their personalities and how they engage in the school environment. The research classroom included role play areas, arts and crafts sections, iPads, toys, and books. There are lots of colourful and eye-catching displays showcasing work and helpful pieces for maths, Welsh, literacy, and even personal progression. The outdoor learning environment includes lots of space for play, including gross motor skill activities like steppingstones and hopscotch, as well as building blocks, tough trays, and mud kitchens. There are also role play areas that range from small wooden stands to large climbing frames. Within this research task, I observed a small, mixed gender and ability group of pupils engaged in an outdoor, independent learning activity to see how learning tasks involving play effects their engagement. 

When deciding my area of observation, I ensured to make relation to Foundation Phase pedagogies to select an important method of teaching. Foundation Phase learning implements a focus of teaching holistically, building on requirements, areas of interest and past experiences to make learning encouraging and meaningful (Welsh Gov, n,d). This shows that enjoyable and interesting lessons can be vital to the child’s personal development in and out of school. Play takes up an essential role in children’s learning in the foundation phase as it encourages and supports their development of vital skills such as language and concentration (Welsh Gov, n,d). Learning through play seemingly sets up young children to develop their personal identity. Expression of creativity and imagination, promoting language and communication skills and developing number and ICT skills helps the child to create meaning to their surroundings and begin to problem solve (Welsh Gov, n,d). These are all examples of ‘well-planned play’ for foundation phase children and the important areas that learning through play helps to develop. Effective learning in the Foundation Phase is built on providing new experiences and effective environments that encourage play and discovery (UNICEF, 2018). Creating a learning environment that supplies resources to fully promote the use of play can cause for a more effective learning experience for the children as it encourages them to delve into the world of hands-on learning. An important aspect of play is children taking the lead on their own experiences (UNICEF, 2018). Allowing children to decide how or where they want to have these experiences can aid in decision-making and allows them to find new interests. Introducing these concepts in early years of education instantaneously interests the children in having a contribution to their learning experience (UNICEF, 2018). Creating fun aspects to what could otherwise be tedious tasks like maths and reading allows for struggling children to continue and excel at these points. For example, using board games to aid with maths and creating clubs and games for areas like reading (UNICEF, 2018). Practitioners must motivate, inspire, and foster positive attitudes when implementing play into their curriculum (Welsh Gov, n.d.). As important as it is for children to have some control in their learning, support and direction from the teacher tends to push children in the right direction, or even intervening if there is obvious struggle or a lack of challenge. However, to challenge reasoning and problem-solving abilities while extending their learning, the practitioner must ensure sensitive intervention is only made when appropriate (Welsh Gov, n.d.). Help from the teacher is needed in every aspect of education but allowing the pupil to still decide for themselves and simply applying support or challenge when it is needed can aid in more effective development for the child. 

When planning for the research, I decided that I would focus on pupils’ engagement during an ‘Amser Cwest’ session in the middle of the day using empirical and qualitative data, structured in an observation schedule (see reference list). This would either take place outdoors or indoors in light with the pupils’ personal choices. The session lasted about 50 minutes and involved a group of 4 pupils. Choosing a session in which the environment was down to preference also allowed me to see if the pupils enjoyed working inside or outside, and how this would affect their engagement further. To ensure I could conclude an accurate reading of the children’s engagement level during the task, I referred to The Leuven Scale. I referred to a poster written for involvement in learning created by Richard Wells. Children show involvement when they are focused and intrigued, as well as performing to the absolute edge of their abilities (Laevers, 2011). The Leuven Scale was first developed in the Centre of Experiential Education, Belgium, and is widely used within the United Kingdom (Woods, 2016).  It measures both well-being and involvement through a scale of one to five, one being low activity and 5 being extremely high (OECD, 2004). The scale is founded on the idea that greater levels of engagement can be used as indicators of higher quality services (Macrae and Jones, 2020). Laevers states when using the scale and observing the children, assessments are often based on an ‘act of empathy’ in which the observer assumes the perspective of the child and, in a way, becomes the child (Laevers, 2015). Empathy and close observation are seen to be important when referring to the points along the scale and making accurate assumptions of the children’s emotions based on their reactions, energy, and activity during the task. This makes it an easily referable and readable scale which will give a clear conclusion to the experiment. 

When conducting this research task, it was vital to ensure there is prior consent and consistent assent throughout. This allows for ethical observation to be carried out. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) states researchers in education should conduct their work with respect for all people who are involved or affected by the study being carried out (BERA, 2018). Research methods should recognise rights and should be handled impartially and without any bias (BERA, 2018). Including consent when conducting the observations is key when carrying out ethical research, as well as informing the participants as clearly as possible, what will be involved (BERA, 2018). Along with consistent willingness to participate, it can be important to remember that every participant has a right to withdraw at any time. If a participant decides to withdraw, personal behaviour should be evaluated to determine the decision to leave and whether a shift in strategy may convince them to return (BERA, 2018). However, appropriate action would be to simply accept the decision to withdraw, and continue if possible (BERA, 2018). It is also important to remember that the treatment of participant data must be kept confidential and anonymous as it is regarded as the standard for the conduct of research (BERA, 2018). The research was written on an observation schedule prepared beforehand, listing the pupils as A, B, C and D. No personal information was written about the pupils and any given information remains confidential. To ensure there was full consent, I asked each pupil in the group if they would allow me to watch their session and told them I would be looking at how they worked, as well as how much they enjoyed it. All pupils happily agreed to participate. To maintain willingness to participate, I asked all pupils if they were still happy for me to be with them at each point of scoring, and if they were happy and okay every five to ten minutes. The majority of the pupils were happy for the most of the observation. When the research began, I first observed how the pupils reacted to being tasked Amser Cwest for this session. Immediately for all participants, I placed them at a level 4 on the Leuven Scale as they immediately showed excitement and readiness to begin their learning (Wells, n.d.). High concentration was given when the teacher was explaining the task and they got up immediately to begin as soon as they were able to. All children made a group decision that their session would take place outdoors. The Welsh Government states that the outdoors is the best setting for experiential learning because it presents opportunity for creativity, noise and risk-taking that indoor learning doesn’t quite offer (Adran and Oes, 2009) so it was not a surprise that the pupils chose to take their task outside. The Amser Cwest task for outdoor learning was themed around the Three Little Pigs as the current topic for the class involved story writing and fairy tales. They were tasked to make a small house out of materials in the playground. Immediately pupils A, B and D all ran to a plastic bin filled with foam bricks and started to construct a house. Pupil C, however, had run over to some separate toys and began to play with those. The group of three worked together using trial and error to create a sturdy base, with pupil B appointing themselves as the team leader and instructing the others to gather materials for windows and doors and trialing different numbers of bricks for the base. Halfway through the task I took a second reading of pupil engagement. Pupil A and B scored a 5 due to continuous activity and involvement as well as creativity and persistence (Wells, n.d.). Pupil D was scored a 3 as they tended to be quite easily distracted by pupil C playing loudly on their own, but still appeared to remain quite involved with the set task (Wells, n.d.). Pupil C was then scored a 2 as they continuously used other outdoor toys, had no interest in the lesson, and hardly engaged with the other pupils conducting the set task (Wells, n.d.). As they task continued, pupil C eventually decided to go back inside to finish the rest of their lesson time. It is probable that they chose this due to playing on their own as other children did not want to leave the set task. A third scoring was taken as the pupils completed their task. Pupil A and B were scored a 5 as they were very proud of their house they had built and were excited to show their teacher what they had made. They showed lots of energy even past the end of the session. Pupil D was scored at a level 3 as they were quite happy to move on to the next task and did not join pupils A and B when going outside to show the teacher their finished work. 

The research class offers an environment that promotes and aids in fun and enjoyable sessions both indoors and outdoors. Incorporating independent learning and learning through play can further aid the development of personal skills and decision-making skills which can lead to making learning and time in school more enjoyable. From reviewing my findings, I saw that both concentration and engagement were consistently high throughout the task for the majority of the focus group. Using some guidance from the teacher in the form of multiple relevant set tasks and image examples of good work can keep the interest of the pupils and allows them to have some say in what they would most enjoy working on. However, we see that it can be quickly taken advantage of and possibly used as an extra play time. It can be easy for the children to be off task if the activity doesn’t interest them or is too easy or hard. In this case, a change in environment or task may be the best outcome for children that experience this, and some support from the teacher can help them to go in the right direction. 
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Observation Schedule:
Question: 
Name of observer: 
Date: 
Time: 
Section A
Context:
Year group – 
Lesson: 
Objectives: 
Section B:
Level of involvement:
	
	Pupil A
	Pupil B 
	Pupil C
	Pupil D

	Start of the task
	1-
2-
3-
4- 
5- 
	1-
2-
3-
4- 
5-
	1-
2-
3-
4- 
5-
	1-
2-
3-
4- 
5-

	Middle of the task
	1-
2-
3-
4-
5- 
	1-
2-
3-
4-
5- 
	1-
2- 
3-
4-
5-
	1-
2-
3- 
4-
5-

	End of the task
	1-
2-
3-
4-
5- 
	1-
2-
3-
4-
5- 
	1-
2-
3-
4-
5- 
	1-
2-
3-
4-
5-



Section C:
Additional Observations:
Pupil A:
Pupil B:
Pupil C:
Pupil D:











Question: How learning through play impacts pupil engagement in the foundation phase.
Name of observer: Melissa Phillips 
Date: 09/02/2023
Time: 11:00
Section A
Context:
Year group – Foundation Phase
Lesson: Amser Cwest
Objectives: How children react and conduct their own learning during a lesson including play
Number of pupils in group: 4

Section B:
Level of involvement:
	
	Pupil A
	Pupil B 
	Pupil C
	Pupil D

	Start of the task
	1-
2-
3-
4- X
5- 
	1-
2-
3-
4- X
5-
	1-
2-
3-
4- X
5-
	1-
2-
3-
4- X
5-

	Middle of the task
	1-
2-
3-
4-
5- X
	1-
2-
3-
4-
5- X
	1-
2- X
3-
4-
5-
	1-
2-
3- X
4-
5-

	End of the task
	1-
2-
3-
4-
5- X
	1-
2-
3-
4-
5- X
	1-
2-
3-
4-
5- X
	Left the observation. 



Section C:
Additional Observations:
Pupil A:
Liked including other materials such as colourful foam tiles and animal toys to make the building more interesting. Appeared to like pupil B’s leadership. 
Pupil B:
Self-appointed as group leading and encouraged A and D to stay involved to make the best possible building. Seemed to know what materials in the playground would be the best to use. 
Pupil C:
Completely uninterested in the set task and played with other toys throughout the lesson. Went inside potentially due to boredom.
Pupil D:
Quiet and refined but still appeared to enjoy the lesson. Distracted by pupil C at times but continued the session. Was happy to move one once the session finished. 
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