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A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool, ‘Leuven Scale’.
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· Ensure all references are accurate and follow Harvard referencing protocols. Every single document or author mentioned should be followed by a reference. Each reference should then be placed in alphabetical order within the Reference List.
· Keep a formal tone to your writing (e.g. see marker’s comments on page 1 and 2 ).








During this critical analysis I will be focusing on the chosen research question “to what extent does the outdoor learning environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?”. The video example shows a group of children, who have been asked to complete an independent task of creating a pirate ship, using objects in the outdoor area. It is an outdoor learning environment which is based in the playground. The learning environment seems like it is used for enhanced provisions and at play times. The children were asked to sail to an island to find treasure, this allows them to be creative and use their imagination alongside encouraging teamwork and communication skills. This is a practical activity to attempt to engage all learners for maximum learning potential. The learning environment within the Foundation Phase provides learning through play, with free flow access to outside environment, vibrant colours throughout the classroom, interactive challenges for children to complete independently, role play areas for children to use their creativity and imagination, and the areas of the classroom reflect the areas of learning of the foundation phase pedagogy. These are all key components to allowing children to fulfil their academic potential.
The foundation phase is underpinned by the belief that early years learning is paramount and should provide a solid basis for future learning through a specific, relevant curriculum for Wales. The foundation phase contains 7 areas of learning which span key concepts. A key component of the Foundation Phase is the notion that the child is at the heart of all learning. They should have the ability to lead their learning and the freedom to learn and explore through play. It is believed that pupils succeed the most through experimental learning. This is backed up by the Welsh Assembly Government as they believe that “Children learn through first‐hand experiential activities with the serious business of ‘play’ providing the vehicle. Through their play, children practise and consolidate their learning, play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems, and make decisions individually, in small and in large groups. (WAG, 2008, p. 4)”. In the Foundation Phase, I believe there should be free flow access to the outdoor learning environment, which is of equal importance to the pupil's development and offers a multitude of learning opportunities in the seven areas of learning. This is backed up by ESTYN (2011), as they believe that “in most cases, children benefit from their time outdoors. They display high levels of engagement and enjoyment and their knowledge and understanding of the world and physical development improve”. Bilton (2010) believes that children “instinctively know something: namely that the outdoors is a natural learning and teaching environment for young children and is one in which most children feel settled and capable”. This may suggest that children feel comfortable and emotionally ready to learn in a non-threatening learning environment. This was evident during my placement where children were generally more readily engaged in learning tasks in the outdoor environment.  The Department For Education and Skills (2006) believes that “learning outside the classroom is about raising achievement through an organised, powerful approach to learning in which direct experience is of prime importance”. This could mean that allowing children to experience different learning environments can have a positive impact on their readiness to learn and motivation levels as a changing environment can rejuvenate their learning experience on a content basis. Thomas and Harding (2011) believe that there are many ways to learn through the outdoor learning environment, such as physical, cognitive, emotional, social and spiritual learning. This may suggest that outdoor learning is just as important and vital to a child’s everyday learning experience as indoor learning in the classroom. I believe that this could be true as physical activity can have a large impact on a child’s mental health, brain activity and motor skills, which are all essential components to a child overall growth. This is backed up by Ahn (2011) as she believes that “increased levels of physical activity had significant effects in reducing depression, anxiety, psychological distress, and emotional disturbance in children”. On the other hand, Biddle (2011) suggests that “association between physical activity and mental health in young people is evident, but research designs are often weak, and effects are small to moderate”. From these two sources, it could mean that results may vary but ultimately, I believe there is a link between physical activity and a decrease in mental health. 
Observation can be used in many different circumstances. In an educational context, observation is used to evaluate a child or teacher in many ways. The WAG (2008) believes that “observation should play a key role in the everyday practice of practitioners working with children”. This could mean that observation should be mandatory in schools and used on an everyday basis. On the other hand, Oxford University Press (2020) argue that “the very fact of their being observed may lead people to behave differently, thus invalidating the data obtained”.  The Leuven Scale is an observation tool used to evaluate a child’s wellbeing and involvement during classroom activities. It uses a five-point scale ranging from extremely low to extremely high. Laevers (2011) sees well-being and involvement as “a measure of deep learning and of the effectiveness of the learning environment”. This could suggest that the Leuven Scale focuses on two parts of the child’s learning, meaning that the whole of the child is not fully evaluated. On the other hand, the Leuven Scale does provide observers with a detailed analysis of the two areas of learning, wellbeing and involvement by conducting overall scores, scores as observed every minute and additional comments for further detail. This is backed up by Arnerich (2018) as he believes that “Observation and assessment are a key part of the Leuven Scales. Making them part of your reflective practice will give you a much deeper understanding of the children you care for”. To use the Leuven Scale as an observation tool in a regular classroom in the foundation phase, could be appropriate during enhanced activities as it gives the teacher the opportunity to make detailed observations whilst observing closely the child's engagement. I believe that if a teacher or support staff within the classroom setting part-takes in the observation, it will eliminate the possibility of the children changing their behaviour for a member of staff outside the classroom, therefore providing more accurate results. The child will possibly behave in a more natural, realistic and open manner.

Ethical decisions are choices related to the balance between benefit and risk. These choices are guided by ethical guidelines, ethics committees and ethics approval processes. The BERA guidelines include the researcher's responsibilities to the participant such as, consent/assent, right to withdraw, harm and privacy and data storage. Gray (2018) agrees with this as he thinks that “ethics are sets of moral principles or norms that are used to guide moral choices of behaviour and relationships with others”. During my research I acquired consent from the publisher of the video, as it was made public on the social media platform YouTube. This was given to me through a link provided by the University. Under normal classroom setting conditions, I would have obtained written consent to undertake observations, photographs or video recordings of the children involved.  BERA (2018) believe that “consent to be involved in a study will be obtained at the start of the study, and that researchers will remain sensitive and open to the possibility that participants may wish, for any reason and at any time, to withdraw their consent.” this suggests that prior to any observations, I will need to obtain consent from the parent/guardian and fully realise that this may be withdraw at any point during the process. I have not placed the participants in harm during this research as there has been clear consent given by their parents/guardians as the video is publish on a public domain. BERA (2018) states that “Ethical research design and execution aim to both put participants at their ease and avoid making excessive demands on them”. This could suggest that during my research I found that there were no significant aspects of excessive demands which would suggest any harm being placed upon any child during the course of the activity. The data of the research is stored on my computer that is password protected in order to abide by GDPR guidelines. BERA (2018) states that “The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research”. This could suggest that my research will need to be available for the participants to access. It will also need to be protected enough for privacy and to deny access to the work by intruders. 
During my observation I found that the involvement levels of each pupil were often for the most part extremely high for the duration of the task. This could be because the activity is an independent, highly active task with children having to be constantly engaged and moving around to complete it. Vygotsky (1933) agrees with this as he believes “only theories maintaining that a child does not have to satisfy the basic requirements of life, but can live in search of pleasure, could possibly suggest that a child’s world is a play world”. On the other hand, Walsh (2017) challenges this as she believes “substantial research evidence across the globe has presented a picture of play in practice as largely superficial, lacking depth and challenge”.  During my five-minute observation, I scored child 1 and child 2 as extremely high as they were continuously engaged and completely absorbed in the activity. Child 3 showed inconsistent involvement levels as they did not participate at the start of the video but got fully involved as the activity went on. This led to me giving them an overall score of 4 as the child was engaged but is shown to lose focus at times. I could not score child 3 for the 5th minute as they were not shown in the video.
Overall, I believe that the answer to the research question “to what extent does the outdoor learning environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?” may be that it provides a large opportunity for pupil involvement and learning by engaging all involved by allowing them to express themselves through creativity and imagination. Also, I believe that the physicality of the activity benefits the pupils both mentally and physically by improving their mental health and physical health. I also believe that the outdoor environment provides the children with a sense of security and familiarity, hense taking the pressure off the learning and allowing them to progress at their own pace. The strengths of my research allowed me to focus on a specific area of the child (involvement) as I was able to score their levels of involvement out of five every minute for five minutes. This allowed me to gain a high level of understanding about the child in order to make an accurate observation. I was also able to add additional comments to further my research and allow for reasoning as to if the child did not get involved at certain point in the activity. 
The limitations of my research are that the observation is short, therefore meaning that the children could have a good/bad attitude at this specific point of the day. This could suggest that the results could seem inconsistent and could vary every observation. I also found that observing more than one child at a time can prove challenging to monitor every child sufficiently. This is especially common with outdoor activities as the children are constantly moving around and can be in different areas of the facility. The research I have conducted will have a positive impact on my professional learning as I will use the outdoor learning environment consistently on a daily basis as I believe it will benefit the pupils’ learning, mental health and physical state. The research question I would like to develop in the future is “to what extent does physical activity positively impact a child’s mental health?”. I would like to find out more about this as I believe that children need physical activity as much as possible tin order to stay active, healthy and happy. This could be through play, controlled outdoor activities or planned physical sessions. I would argue that there is not enough focus on developing children using physical activities and therefore I would like to find out if this would positively or negatively affect a child’s mental health and what impact this would have on their everyday school life.


Appendix

Research Lesson 1.
 
Lesson context: Making a pirate ship to find buried treasure. (Outdoor activity)
 
	INVOLVEMENT LEVELS – To what extent does the outdoor learning environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?

	 
	Child 1
	Child 2
	Child 3

	Overall score as observed (1-5)
	5 – Extremely high
The child is continuously engaged in the activity and completely absorbed in it.
	5 – Extremely high
The child is continuously engaged in the activity and completely absorbed in it.
	4 – High
The child is engaged in the activity but is shown to lose focus at times.

	Score as observed every 5 mins (1-5)
		5
	5
	5
	5
	5
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	5
	5
	5
	5
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	3
	5
	5
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 




	Additional comments
	·      Child 1 leads the activity, giving other children instructions.
·      Is eager to answer questions when back in the classroom.
·      Initiates an extra activity to improve their resources. (decorations)
	·      Is fully involved with the task, using appropriate vocabulary e.g. “shiver me timbers”.
·      Shows initiative to “drive” the boat.
·      Answers questions given to him by class teacher confidently.
	·      Does not participate in carrying weighted pencil with his peers.
·      Is shown needing support from member of staff. (min 2)
·      Uses appropriate vocabulary. (in character)
·      Creates his own ‘cabin’ to sleep in, using his creativity and imagination.
·      Excited at finding treasure.
·      Cannot make observation for minute 5 as child 3 is not shown.
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