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	Target 1
	*Engage in much wider reading, drawing on it to support statements with much greater regularity. 

	Target 2
	*For this assignment, to consider the implications for developing your own practice and outlining existing strengths.

	Target 3
	*To set out the work with 1.5 spacing. I believe the assignment template will do this for you.




A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool, ‘Leuven Scale’
Introduction
For this assignment, I have chosen to focus on the option of research question 2: ‘to what extent does the outdoor learning environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning’. This is because both the Department for Education’s video (2011) and the given research question intrigued me as to just how important outdoor learning is for children in the Foundation Phase. Although it is of course important to have a variety of different learning experiences in a Foundation Phase setting in order to make the classroom experience enjoyable and practical, during this essay I will discuss the extent to which opportunities for pupil involvement and learning that the outdoor learning environment are provided. Whilst on placement in a nursery class recently, I saw the partial use of the outdoor learning environment. Children explored a sand/water tray with ‘buried’ dinosaurs using tools to discover them and displayed great enjoyment whilst doing so. I noticed how the activity could have been developed if the school had more access to an outdoor learning environment. The importance of using the outdoor learning environment is highlighted in the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) in which “activities in the indoor and outdoor learning environments” is the first point to be listed under the ‘Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity’ section.
Literature Review
The outdoor learning environment provides vital opportunities for pupil involvement and learning through its ability to help children build confidence because they feel more comfortable with the outdoors than they do inside a classroom. Davies and Hamilton (2018) emphasize the importance of the outdoor classroom during their study focusing on the value and benefits outdoor learning has for all children. Their study recognised how it can greatly help children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) particularly those with language difficulties or delayed social development grow their independence and build confidence. One teaching assistant in the study stated how they “tend to be more independent and less restricted in the outdoor classroom”, with another stating how “children who struggle with language often feel more relaxed from being outdoors”. This is often due to children naturally feeling as if they can make mistakes or do the wrong thing outdoors, rather than when inside the classroom. Therefore, when playing outdoors children feel able to play around and explore their ideas without having the added pressure of feeling like they have to learn something and can instead learn something independently and for themselves, which can often be a deeper understanding of something. The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) emphasises the importance of developing pupil’s independence stating that children should be given the opportunity to develop their skills through “activities that allow them to become independent learners”. This is therefore, for children such as those with ALN, something that the outdoor learning environment can positively impact.
Another way in which the outdoor learning environment can provide opportunities for involvement and learning is through creating unique ways in which children can cooperate and work together in but in more practical ways than is often impossible to achieve within the classroom. Thomas and Harding (2011, pp. 20-21) emphasise how learning and working within the outdoors on “real and meaningful tasks” such as gardening “give opportunities for authentic questions, collaboration and the co-construction of ideas”. Although this point is partially about a more environmental side of outdoor education rather than it in a general sense, the opportunities for collaboration in ideas is still relevant. This is shown within the video in which the children collaborate together very effectively in order to build their ‘pirate ship’ (Department for Education, 2011). Without each of the children taking part and helping one another with their ideas on how to construct it or helping to carry the sandbags, it would not have been possible to build. In this case, the outdoor learning environment these children are working in, enables each child to be involved and learn from the experience in a way that is guaranteed and much more visible. In comparison, something inside the classroom such as a project can be difficult to monitor each pupil’s involvement in the task and therefore how much they had each learnt from it. This group can complete the task and give subsequent feedback to their teacher as to where they found each item and their participation in the task with great enthusiasm. One point made within the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) to help children with their social development is that they should be given opportunities to “form relationships and feel confident to play and work cooperatively”. Most of the group in the video appear to be confident to show off their work to their teacher, having formed relationships between their group members when they had to lift objects together and work cooperatively. This example can therefore be very successful in showing an opportunity for pupils’ involvement and learning to be shown through an outdoor learning environment.
Methodology
The Leuven Scale is one kind of observation tool that is often used in classrooms by teachers and other practitioners to measure the wellbeing and involvement in learning of children. This Scale is a five-point method in which enables the observer to monitor the wellbeing or involvement of a child during an activity by simply looking at the description of each point and thinking about which best suits the child’s concentration levels. Wells (2015) considers how the use of the two kinds of Leuven Scales (Wellbeing and Involvement) are “useful for a teacher to use in judging their own activity design and classroom structures”. Similarly, Evans and Evans (2018) state how “the method uses the responses of children as indicators of the effectiveness of the environment for learning”. These two points are important fact to note as this scale can be used as an observation tool to observe the children’s learning but also a good way to observe how well the specific learning environment is used. In this case, the teacher can monitor how well the outdoor learning environment works in being able to keep the children learning and involved. 
As commented on during a report by Ofsted, 
“Pupils who had listened passively in a lesson dominated by the teacher became animated and involved once they were given the opportunity to conduct their own research outside the classroom.” (Ofsted, 2008, p. 10)
It is clear to see the progress in the pupils’ involvement that is being made and that the learning environment is key to this, with the pupils’ Leuven Scale rating changing from ‘Moderate’ being passive, to being ‘Extremely High’ because they are animated. Therefore, when making my own observations I will ensure to notice the difference in involvement that the children have when undertaking different activities to see if the learning environment makes a difference to their level of involvement or wellbeing, and if so, how much. I will record these observations using my observation schedule (see Appendix 1).
Discussion and findings
It is important to recognise and remember that during research, considerations need to be made to ensure that it is ethically done.
Perhaps the most important of these ethical consideration to be made is that the direct identifiers such as the names of the pupils and indirect identifiers such as their school, should not be mentioned at all, and be kept completely confidential and anonymous. This is because if their personal information were able to be tracked back to the pupils it would not make the research at all ethical due to it having personal details on them. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) even state the importance of it, stating “the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research.” (2018, p. 21) Therefore, if the information were not kept private, it would not be possible for it to be considered ethical.
It would also be important to ensure that permission to include the children in the research is granted from the child’s parents or guardians, and that you have gained their informed and parental consent. Informal consent is a “voluntary agreement to participate in research. It is not merely a form that is signed but is a process, in which the subject has an understanding of the research and its risks” (Shahnazarian, et al., 2017) Therefore, when their parents or guardians were to agree to the child participating in research, it is important that the adult has an understanding of what they were agreeing to. Pyle and Danniels (2016) expand on this, stating the importance of this saying that “obtaining parental consent for a child is currently sufficient for that individual to participate in research.” This would mean that legally it is just the parental consent that is required for the child to be part of the research, but it would also be important to notice how willing the child is to be part of it.
Therefore, it is also important to gain assent from the Foundation Phase learners themselves to be sure that the research you are undertaking is completely ethically considered. This would include being mindful of the body language of each of the pupils. For example, if one learner is slumped over, it would be clear to see that they do not want to participate in the observation and so should not be forced to do so as this would not be ethical. This can then link back to the Leuven Scale as you could monitor this on the Well-being scale with someone showing signs of ‘Extremely Low’ well-being such as signs of discomfort, avoiding contact and being withdrawn (Wells, 2015), it would strongly suggest they do not want to take part in the observation and so should not be forced to. Gaining this assent when working with children under the age of 18 and so unable to give legal consent is vital for the research undertaken to be ethical.
By observing the group shown in the video (Department for Education, 2011), some of the pupils are clearly very engaged in the activity, and so having their involvement in the research is seen as ethical as they are not disengaged from it and so it can be suggested that they are enjoying the activity also. However, whilst most of the pupils seem to be on the higher end of the Leuven Scale for Well-being in learning with clear enjoyment on their faces, there are moments in the video wherein particular pupils are at the lower end of the Leuven Scale of Involvement in learning. This can be seen with these pupils just standing around at the side of an activity and are not so involved in the activities until other pupils say or do something which then encourages them to participate. An ‘Extremely High’ level of involvement can be seen by one pupil of whom the video frequently refers to as the “leader”, with the pupil also mentioning the need of particular sizes of tyres. This high level of involvement is shown with the child continuously being involved in the activity rather than just having moments where they are participating. Therefore, I think the Leuven Scale is a very efficient tool to use to observe a group of children as it is an easy way to notice the change from one environment to another.
Conclusion and recommendations
In conclusion, I believe that the outdoor learning environment greatly provides opportunities for pupil involvement and learning. This is mainly due to the outdoor environment being more inclusive and open to those who may have difficulty concentrating in the classroom. As I stated earlier, one teaching assistant mentions how it helps those with language difficulties feel more “relaxed” outdoors (Davies & Hamilton, 2018). This is what I think is a key factor of having the outdoor learning environment having the success it does, as it is so different from other learning environments inside the classroom as it can enable children to feel much more positive about their abilities. However, it is also important to consider that not all pupils would be able to participate in all activities in the outdoor learning environment if they had mobility difficulties and so could find it near impossible to participate greatly in activities such as the one in the video (Department for Education, 2011). The outdoor learning environment does however seem to provide massive opportunities for pupil involvement with it, with the Natural Connections project (Plymouth University, 2016) recording a 92% engagement with learning. Children also commented saying when learning away from the classroom, it was “exciting”, “practical” and they “like learning by doing” (Ofsted, 2008) which is what the outdoor learning environment is all about as it is about physical ways of learning, rather than just sitting in a classroom. This all is very positive feedback on the outdoor learning environment providing positive opportunities for pupil involvement and learning and so to further this research, in future professional practice I will continue to look at the improvement to a pupil’s wellbeing that the outdoor learning environment may bring. This is due to my opinion that it gives opportunity to improve a pupils’ mental well-being and so researching and observing if this is true would be interesting.
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Appendices
Appendix 1:  Riches, K. 2020. Observation Schedule using the Leuven Scale for Well-being and Involvement – see below.
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Observation Schedule using the Leuven Scale for Wel-being and Involvement
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