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



Targets from previous assignment:
· To engage in wider academic reading again, ensuring accurate adherence to the guidelines (e.g. long quotes, reference in alphabetical order).

·  To make consistent use of your skills of critical analysis, in comparing, contrasting and synthesising evidence throughout your writing. 


Throughout this assignment I’ll be discussing the ethical considerations of using children in research and what makes an effective learning environment within the foundation phase. I’ll also be evaluating the use of the ‘Leuven Scale,’ within my observation and in general. I believe that in the foundation phase it’s imperative to have a suitable setting to enhance learning as much as possible. As Young (2014) states, students learn more effectively when their outlook on the learning environment is positive and they feel as though it’s supportive (Dorman, Aldridge, & Fraser, 2006). To my mind, a good learning environment will have a balance between physical aspects and emotional aspects as they work together to create an effective environment overall. PNS (2004) have established that the learning environments consist of various aspects which complement each other in multiple ways- “ethos, behaviours and routines, and the physical environment,” (PNS, 2004). From my experiences, I interpret this as perhaps the displays showing an example of desirable behaviours compared to undesirable behaviours in the classroom (behaviours and routines), possibly having growth mindset images or quotes around the room such as, ‘I can’t do it YET,’ or ‘The brain is like a muscle- when I exercise it, it gets stronger!’ (ethos), and lastly, having the room set out so that necessary equipment is accessible to learners, for example the art station being close to the sink and the art equipment (physical environment). 

My observation focuses on whole class singing time on the carpet. From personal experiences on placement, I’ve found that singing is vital for keeping the children engaged on the carpet. I also realised very quickly that it uplifts them and wakes them up when they first come into school in the morning. BBC (n.d) states that singing releases endorphins resulting in the feeling of positivity and happiness. They also state that singing will build up your memory by re-calling lyrics and tunes and singing as a group can build concentration as you learn to follow the group’s pace and tune. MontessoriWorld.org (n.d.) would agree with this statement, as they say that research has shown how music assembles intelligence, builds and organises the nervous system and can be perceived as a powerful socialiser. Both of these statements fall in line with what I experienced on placement. I found that the children would be much happier after a session of singing, especially if it was a song they’d chosen. I also found that it assembles their intelligence, as if we would learn a Welsh song, they would be able to transfer their knowledge of the lyrics into their Welsh speaking. For example, singing the colours of the rainbow song would help them when it came to naming Welsh colours. According to Lamont, A., Daubney, A., & Spruce, G. (2012) children need appropriate modelling and support in order to develop, however a large amount of primary school teachers don’t employ the confidence that they need to sing with their classes and they tend to leave it to the children in the playground. To me, this implies that if the teachers aren’t singing with their classes and modelling that confidence, they won’t properly develop their confidence in their singing, and this is why some children grow up feeling uncomfortable in their singing abilities. Some of these teachers might feel disheartened if children don’t seem interested at the start, however they “will eventually choose to join if the teacher is enthusiastic, supportive and they see other children being successful and enjoying themselves,” (MontessoriWorld.org, n.d.). Although whole class singing seems to have many benefits, there are drawbacks such as spending too much time on the carpet. Watson, C (n.d.) says that “seated carpet time is generally the age of the children + 3 minutes.”  If this is the case, nursery age children should be on the carpet for 6-7 minutes. From experience, this isn’t nearly enough time to settle the children onto the carpet, explain the activity and then sing a song. So, this triggers the question that maybe singing should be done at different locations or times and not on the carpet. Nursery children generally don’t have desks that they all sit on to complete work, so singing could be incorporated into their routines such as tidy up time or home time while they’re getting their coats and bags. Pichon, C (2012) did research on children’s opinions of the carpet and reported that “72.4% of the responses express a negative view of the carpet.” If children view the carpet negatively, it may have an effect on their involvement in activities that take place on the carpet. This tells me that it might be beneficial to change whole class singing from a carpet setting and incorporate it throughout the day instead. 

When planning for my observation, I made sure to do a checklist before-hand of what I knew I wanted to include in my schedule so that I could tick off as I went along and consequently not forget anything. Personally, I found the Leuven Scale to be helpful with my research as a general rule. Firstly, it allowed me to complete my observations easily and quickly. I also felt that it allowed me to be more accurate when giving scores as I could easily refer back to the criteria of my scoring system to ensure I was scoring accurately. I did, however choose to include an additional comments section as I feel that quantitative data alone isn’t enough to conclude research. In my opinion, it doesn’t give enough background information or any reasoning for the scoring which I think is essential for this type of research. I would like to be able to look back on the research in future and understand what behaviour was shown for me to give that child the score I gave. McLeod, S. A. (2019) mentions that “small scale quantitative studies may be less reliable because of the low quantity of data” (Denscombe, 2010). However, due to the nature of quantitative data, “we can apply statistical tests in making statements about the data,” (Madrigal, D. and McClain, B. 2012). This allowed me to generate a mean score overall and for each child that I observed. This was convenient for me when I was drawing up my conclusions as I could focus on the child’s main score but also have the knowledge that it’s definitely as accurate as possible as I scored them every 30 seconds of the video and referred back to my criteria regularly.
 
There are many things to consider when doing research with young children. More specifically, NSPCC Learning (2020) says there are 3 things to consider; how researchers need to go about obtaining informed consent, how they need to manage the participants’ harm risks and lastly, what to do with the gathered information once research has commenced. The first thing to be done is obtain consent, however under 16’s cannot legally give consent so the participants’ parents would have to be addressed in this situation. NSPCC Learning (2020) also say that even if the parents give consent for their child to participate, it would also be admirable for the researcher to get a form of assent from the children who are participating. “This is part of engaging children, so they have opportunities to make their own decisions as well as ensuring they’re willing participants,” (NSPCC Learning 20202). I definitely agree that it’s crucial to make sure that the child does actually want to participate, otherwise the results may be inaccurate and therefore, the research becomes void. There are ways to identify if a child does not want to partake in research, Skanfors (2009) says that researchers should have an awareness of signs such as the child simply saying ‘no,’ or if they ‘show no’ through non response actions such as ignoring or pulling away. It’s also essential when getting the child’s assent, that “the child has full information about the research in order to give their ‘informed consent’ to take part,” (Ethics.grad.ucl.ac.uk. n.d). The second thing that a researcher should consider is the harm and benefits. Childethics.com (n.d.) mention how harm in research can take various configurations, can appear from several sources and is formed by the research topic, methods and the setting of the area surrounding them. For my observation, I don’t believe there were many risks of physical harm as the children were in a contained location (on the carpet) and weren’t surrounded by any ‘hazards’ as such. One risk I identified was the fact that the whole class was on the carpet together at once, which could cause a hazard such as bumping heads or accidentally hitting each other especially when actions are involved in the song, as they’re sat so close to each other. On a psychological level, some children may feel stressed about partaking in research even if they know what’s going to happen. It’s important that the researcher reassures the participants beforehand and ensures that they know they are able to withdraw at any point. Lastly, the research should consider how to handle the information collected. It’s vital that the researcher doesn’t breach the confidentiality agreement set between them and the children’s parents. NIHS (2016) says that the researcher should check with parents to see if they would like to be named on the reports, whether they would like their full name or initials or complete anonymity. With regards to the findings of my research, I think I would’ve been able to draw more complex conclusions if I’d been able to do the observation day but as I couldn’t interact with the children I didn’t know their personalities, which I think would add to the depth of my research. I absolutely believe that whole class singing provides the opportunity for pupils to get involved at their own accord, which I think is great for their self-confidence. I also think that it’s a good opportunity for children who wouldn’t sing in their own company usually; as I said previously, singing releases endorphins which is beneficial for the children. Furthermore, I think that whole class singing offers a great opportunity for pupil learning as well as involvement, as I mentioned, the children use their knowledge of the Welsh songs they learn in their singing time and transfer this to their daily routines. There are many things they can learn from singing that doesn’t have to be new vocabulary, it can simply be just learning to sing in unison which takes a lot of skill and awareness of other people (something that young children don’t develop until a later age), or maybe just having the feeling of comradery as they’re singing. 

To conclude, I believe a good learning environment will have a balance between physical aspects and emotional aspects as they work together to create an effective environment overall. As PNS (2004) state, the physical environment gives children clear messages about our values of learning and of them as learners. My research question has definitely been answered as I’ve found that whole class singing provides substantial opportunities to pupils regarding both involvement and learning. I’ve found that singing will enhance feelings of happiness, comradery and confidence. I’ve also found out that it will allow the children to learn new vocabulary in a fun, accessible way, and gives them the opportunity to learn how be in unison with one another which is a great life skill! My research was as accurate as it could be given the current limitations- I definitely think that it would’ve been more accurate if I could’ve visited the class and met the children beforehand as I would have further depth to my research, but this wasn’t possible. One limitation of my research was that I didn’t involve the Leuven Scale of wellbeing in my observation schedule I only used the involvement scale. I did this because the research question was ‘To what extent does whole class singing provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?’ it didn’t include wellbeing, so I didn’t include it. However, on reflection the wellbeing scale is definitely relevant in this research as singing is so beneficial for children’s wellbeing. A strength of my research I would say is that I included an additional comments section. This allowed me to justify my scoring and make sure that I was being reasonable. My recommendation for observations with children of this age is definitely to observe regularly. The first time I watched my video I noticed how quickly some children’s behaviour changed. You couldn’t possibly observe a child once throughout the video and give them a score based on what you saw at that one point as it could be completely different to the rest of the video. This research will definitely change the way that I complete observations in the future as I now know how alert you have to be, and all of the different factors that will change the outcome. This has also enhanced the way I feel about singing with young children. Coming from a performing background I thought singing was great anyway but now I’ve seen all of the benefits it has for children; I will definitely ensure to incorporate this into my practice as much as possible.
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Observation Schedule

Observer: Hollie Jones

Date: 7/05/20

Age of participants: Nursery (4-5)

RQ: To what extent does whole class singing provide opportunities for pupil involvement and
learning?

Lesson focus: Children all sat on the carpet singing a Welsh song together then counting up to 10
and back to 0 also in Welsh.

1- Simple, repetitive & passive. Child seems absent and displays no energy.

2- Frequently interrupted activity. Moments of non-activity where they became distracted.

3- Child busy with activity at a fairly routine level. Can be easily distracted but makes some
progress.

4- Continuous activity with intense moments. Not easily distracted.

5- Continuous and intense activity. Concentrated, creative, energetic and persistent
throughout nearly all of the observed period.

Child Score (1-5)
0-30s 31-60s 61-83s
1 1 2
B 5 5 4
4 3 2

Average Scores (mean]
Overall: 3

Child A: 1.3

Child B: 4.6

Child C: 3

Additional Comments

Child A: Child A was completely disengaged, didn’t seem to enjoy the activity at all. They did,
however, begin to show some progress in the last portion of the video. This may be to do with the
fact they saw how happy some other children were whilst singing and wanted to join in.

Child B: Child B was really interactive for the most part and made clear effort to get involved. They
clearly enjoyed the activity and benefited from it. Their energy decreased slightly towards the end,
but this is expected from a child this age.

Child C: Child C showed clear involvement at the start, but their effort decreased rather quickly. |
noticed that they weren’t interacting with other children whilst becoming distracted though. They

were still involved with the activity just not with the energy they started off with.

0 3 Fo %





