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A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool, ‘Leuven Scale’.
What effect does outdoor learning have on children’s engagement towards education?

Outdoor learning is now suggested to be crucial for children in the Foundation Phase, enabling the children to become active and enthusiastic learners through introducing a more active and enjoyable form of learning. An article published by the Welsh Government states that ‘Active educational play supports children’s learning across all Areas of Learning’ (WAG, 2008, P.8), although this is a dated article, the statement does work hand in hand with the current Welsh curriculum framework (WCF) that emphasises the importance of play to support the six AoLE’s within the Foundation Phase. (Hodgam, 2011, p.3) outlines the potential outcomes that come from an enabling environment, these include staying safe, being healthy, enjoying and achieving, making positive contribution, and achieving economic well-being.  This emphasises the importance of how an effective environment manipulates the learners experience, suggesting it should be created to support each individual need of the learners. An engaging environment should ‘encourage physical and emotional play, alone or with others, that is challenging, interesting, attractive, and accessible with child-initiated and adult-led activities’ (Hodgam, 2011, p.5). This suggests that the environment itself, and individuals within the environment should focus strongly on encouraging engagement and learning within an indoor and outdoor space, and also emphasises the importance of adult influence within the environment as well as pupil-led activities.
The growing increase on the importance of outdoor learning has stemmed from the WCF guide to support learning in a stimulating, and exciting environment. The role of the teacher within education is to prioritise the learners needs and ‘ensure that the teaching approach used is based on the needs of the child’ (WAG, 2008, p.12). The Foundation Phase pedagogy emphasises the needs of the children which requires the teacher to conduct in focused observation to create effective planning of learning activities to enhance the learner’s performance, understanding and engagement towards learning. By doing so, teachers can evaluate which forms of learning will support the learners best and push them to their full potential. The WCF focuses strongly on child led learning as a pedagogical approach, an educational video by Oxford education (2015) discusses the meaning of child-led learning, and how it has impacted a schools education systems in a positive way. They discuss with teachers and parents and concluded that child-centred learning has resulted in their children visibly being more confident and eager to learn. This suggests that this pedagogical approach is a positive step towards improving learners’ engagement. According to (Gov.Wales, 2023), within the new Welsh curriculum framework, the key features for creating a successful pedagogy is ‘effective, learner-centred pedagogy’ that ‘should be responsive, dynamic and embedded strong relationships’. This statement is another example of the importance and emphasis on child-led learning in today’s foundation phase pedagogy. A blog founded by (Learning Journals, n.d), state that ‘Pedagogical approaches can help stimulate a child’s development and motivate them to keep learning’ potentially, this means a well-structured and thorough lesson plan that supports the learners needs will increase their engagement towards learning. This has a strong link with my question on what affect outdoor learning has children’s engagement, as I observed a method of learning to measure learners’ engagement, and evaluated whether this is a true statement.
 Due to the increase on the importance of outdoor learning, I decided to focus my observation on this to see if it was effective, and its influence on the learner’s engagement. While planning for my observation, I researched into methods of observation, the responsibilities, and the skills needed to complete a successful observation. Following the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) I was aware of the precautions during my research, such as confidentiality and anonymity. ‘The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ date is considered the norm for the conduct of research’ (BERA, 2018, P.21), this was an important statement to follow while conducting my research as my observation was focused on a small group of reception pupils, although the participants were assent, they still have the right to privacy, and my role was to keep all information secure to prevent any identifying information being released with my observations, and keeping confidentiality of the relevant school. Ethics play a large role when researching as there are many factors that researchers need to be aware of prior. There are three important ethical frameworks to consider before conducting research, which are ‘based on centuries debate about duty, rights, harm and benefit’ (Alderson and Morrow, 2020, P.19,20). These frameworks ensure that researchers question their reasons and methods of research, ensuring that they are using methods that are right and fair, respecting all participants involved, and respecting their rights, and ensuring the researcher is aware of the harm their research may cause and urge that they think strongly of their outcome. Along with positive ethic frameworks, there are some problems that could arise during a practitioner’s research, for example:

‘In research about conflicting interests, and unequally held power and resources, there is no central, neutral or impartial ground. It is therefore useful for researchers to examine where their loyalties lie, and to question and try to justify their position’
								(Alderson and Morrow, 2020, P.22)
The potential message in this quote is that many researchers may be manipulating their research with their own opinion, which can lead to a bias result. Therefore, regardless of what the findings are, if the researcher is bias then they will always favour their opinion and what they believe is correct. This is why it is of all importance to have, and to keep an open mind when researching to conclude the most ethical and genuine result.
When planning for my observation, I used the ‘Leuven Scale’ method of observation to facilitate a measurement of how well the learners engaged during an outdoor learning task within a 15-minute task. The scale measures from extremely low involvement to extremely high involvement, based on the learners’ attitude, actions, and how they present themselves during the task. According to Laevers (2011) ‘Involvement is evident when children are concentrated and focused, interested and fascinated’ (Laevers, 2011, P.1), with this information I knew to gage the learners’ true involvement during my observation, I would have to concentrate on how focused and on task the learners were. I would do this through not only observing their attitude towards the work, but their actual work to see whether they’re completing what is asked of them. After reading a blog by Learning.Journals, I believe that by using the Leuven scale as a practitioner, it is an opportunity to create a deeper understanding of their learners. In their blog, they state that ‘The approach doesn’t fall into the trap of being a ‘one size fits all’ pedagogical method that can be blanket applied to every child. It forces practitioners to be adaptive and reactive to a child’s needs’ (Learning.Journals, N.d). This suggests that the Leuven Scale is used positively by practitioners in education. It gives them the opportunity to create meaningful lesson plans suitable to each individual learner to help them succeed, rather than assuming one method of learning will be best for all learners. I created my own observation schedule through following the Leuven scale method prior to my observation (See appendix A). I decided that by observing through the traffic light colour coded method, it would be easier to record my results as I can quickly and simply work my way through the table. I understand that certain factors may affect a learners’ engagement throughout the task, so I created a table to keep a record of any additional comments that might be of use when presenting and concluding my findings. 

Findings 
The task I was observing was a short lesson outside using chalk to write ‘tricky words’ on the floor, this method was interesting, as it was something that could easily be done in the classroom using white boards or pen and paper. Young children are interested in drawing with chalk so automatically this would create an interesting and enjoyable lesson for them. My observation was based on a small group of six learners, but I was observing only three children who I chose randomly within the group. The participants were in reception, therefore aged four and five years old. The task was short and lasted around fifteen minutes, therefore I decided to observe every five minutes. It is suggested that ‘a reasonable attention span to expect of a child is two to three minutes per year of their age’ (Brain Balance, n.d), this would appear to be between eight and fifteen minutes of focused attention from children in reception. While conducting my observation this statement was very apparent as I noticed that within the short task, almost every child’s concentration decreased slowly towards the end of the fifteen minutes. See (appendix B) for my completed observation schedule.
To keep the identity of the learners anonymous, I will be referring to them as ‘Child A’, ‘Child B’, and ‘Child C’. Within the first 5 minutes, Child A, B and C were relatively well engaged, especially child B. Child B was quick to write her words, but struggling to understand certain ones so was constantly asking many questions and asking for support and attempting words repeatedly until she had them correct. Child A on the other hand, was concentrating and on task but was clearly struggling with words but wasn’t asking for any support. Child C was very quick to write words correctly, although they were working within distance of the group, they began disrupting their oter peers by socialising with them about topics irrelevant to their task and was running in circles around the group. Although Child C was doing the task correctly, I noted his engagement as a 3 because they weren’t interested in any support or what the teacher had to say and was more interested in the outside environment rather than the task. Within ten minutes, their attitude didn’t vary drastically, other than child B, they were still on task but concentration and engagement with the teacher did start to differ and they weren’t interested in asking and receiving support or getting the words correct. There was a broad difference in each engagement level by the end, child A and C were increasing their level and engaging better, whereas child B began to disengage from the task almost completely. At the beginning of the task Child A was focusing and on task but was very quiet and wasn’t engaging with the teacher. However, they became more confident by frequently asking for support and was visibly excited once they had written their word. Similarly, Child C’s engagement also increased towards the end of the 15 minutes. They still briefly wandered away from the group, but I noticed that they began helping their peers and engaging with them in a supportive manner, rather than being distracting. Within the last five minutes, Child B had lost focus on the task and began drawing with the chalk, they weren’t showing any engagement to the task and had no interest in their peers or the teacher.
Conclusion
To conclude, I believe that outside learning does has a positive effect on learners as it gives them the opportunity to explore new surroundings within nature that they might not get to experience at home. Not only that, but due to their minor attention span, outside learning gives them a new environment to potentially avoid boredom and distraction for a longer period. After researching a wide range of literature, I am still yet to find a source that proposes that outside learning has a negative effect on learners’ engagement. I came across an article by BBC that stated that ‘schools were under pressure to deliver results, and found increasing constraints on time, finance and other resources’ (Kinver, 2016), Potentially, the only challenge with outdoor learning would be difficulty to fund, or strain on the teachers to keep up with work and deadlines. Within my observation, the learners were using affordable resources to complete a task that is part of their curriculum, therefore I would disregard this statement as a true representative of outdoor learning as it doesn’t need to be expensive and can be used as part of essential learning so there’s no struggle for teachers to find extra time.
Regarding the Leuven observation method, I’d suggest it is an effective method to observe learners to keep a record of what activities increase their engagement and support their work ethic best. But, on the other hand I would argue against the reliability of the results, children are intrigued by many little things and their attention can switch at any point during the task, due to this I believe it is not the most reliable method to use, although I believe multiple Leuven observations on similar activities could be the most honest result. As a practitioner, I believe that critically researching into foundation phase methods and theories is a crucial part of succeeding and growing as a teacher. I will take time to observe and reflect on what works best for my pupils in the future, through reflecting on methods now I believe I will gain more knowledge and have an advantage when becoming a qualified teacher. (See Appendix C)
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(Appendix A) My personal observation schedule created prior to the observation.
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(Appendix B) My personal observation schedule completed after observation.


(Appendix C) Personal reflection:

1. Describe one of the observations you carried out. What did you learn from it?
Another observation was based on learners cutting pictures of flowers and plants and gluing to the correct names written on a worksheet. I observed for 15 minutes, some learners began using the scissors incorrect and were struggling to use the proper technique. This lead to their hands hurting and stopped engaging with the task. I learnt that children tend to concentrate and engage better when they find the task moderately challenging which links to Vygotsky’s theory on the Zone of Proximal Development. They were struggling, therefore stopped interacting with the set task.
2. What were the challenges and opportunities of being a non-participant observer in the classroom?
Through being a non- participant observer, I was able to gather more valuable information as I could concentrate better on each individual. I feel that I was a distraction to the learners as they were asking me for support and were asking what I was writing so I may have effected their concentration and engagement. I also found it challenging to keep within my time frame of observing every 5 minutes as the learners concentration was shifting regularly within the 5 minutes.

3. In your experience, what were the benefits and limitations of the Leuven Scale as a research tool?
I believe the benefits of using the Leuven scale are to gather information on learners regarding measuring performance and engagement. It could potentially be a useful method for creating one-page profiles when assessing a child for additional learning needs as it is easier to keep a record of their behaviour. 
4. What were the main points of learning for you in terms of being a researcher in the classroom? 
The main points of learning for me was how observation can benefit practitioners and influence pedagogical principles. Through my research days I discovered a lot on learners concentration and how certain methods of learning can effect their engagement. I learnt how to observe successfully and what to look for when observing within a foundation phase setting and how to use the research to progress in lesson planning and teching methods.

5. What would you do differently if you were to conduct research again? 
If I were to conduct research again I would research further into behaviours of different engagement levels prior to my observation as some behaviours and attitude shown by the learners made me unsure what level of engagement it would fall under. I feel if I had a deeper undesratnding prior, I would have a more accurate result from my observation schedule.

6. Discuss any other methods of research you could use in the classroom to improve your practice.  What are the positives and negatives?
I believe methods such as class discussions, PTA discussions and surverys/polls for learners, parents and carers would be another effective research technique. Therefore you get personal opinions of all relevant people when it comes to the childs education.
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