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

Targets from previous assignment -
	1. Continue to ensure a greater critical approach throughout, offering the opposing view whenever possible.
	

	2. To develop further, make explicit links with the QTS standards.
	



Research question - How does the use of brain break activities affect pupils' involvement inside the classroom during a singular one-hour lesson?
Introduction
This work examines the impact of brain break activities on students' involvement during a single one-hour lesson inside the classroom. By conducting an observational study using the Leuven scale of involvement during set research days, the goal is to assess how the implementation of brain breaks impacts the engagement levels of the three chosen pupils, A, B, and C. Through this research, the aim is to gain insights using the Leuven scale into the effectiveness of brain break activities in the three pupils' participation, attention, and overall involvement within their primary learning environment. 
To provide context, 25 year two pupils had to partake in a 6-minute class brain break activity, which involved playing a Coach Corey YouTube video titled 'Fun maths workout'. During the video, the pupils would have to match their movements to the rhythm as they sang along to the lyrics displayed on the video. 
I used a dual observation approach before and after the brain break activity to assess the activity's effectiveness on the pupils. This method gave me an understanding of students A, B and C's engagement, focus and overall involvement in the classroom setting. By examining how their behaviour and participation changed before and after the break, we could understand the effects of such activities on the pupil's learning journey and social interactions. 
 Literature review 
[bookmark: _Int_o0wV7bsR]Foundation learning aims to provide young learners between the ages of 3 and 7 with enriched educational experiences guided by practical pedagogical principles within the curriculum (Thomas & Lewis, 2016). With the recent change in the Welsh curriculum in recognising health and well-being as an area of learning (Government, 2020), the implementation of brain break activities in classrooms has become increasingly popular by the day in recent trends since the pandemic lockdown in 2020 (Cline, 2021). Alongside the 12 pedagogical principles outlined in the revised Welsh curriculum supporting these breaks, it recognises pupils' overall well-being academically (OECD, 2020).
 It is known that during my observation, the children had to engage in a brain break activity halfway through the one-hour lesson inside the classroom. The activity entailed the children singing and dancing to a YouTube video, supporting their physical development. Brain break activities enhance locomotor skills such as balance and coordination through locomotor movements and synchronised actions (Dougherty, 2021). 
 The discourse surrounding brain break activities has sparked various perspectives among authors. Morin's article implies that research shows that brain break activities refresh the mind by increasing blood flow to the brain, thus increasing pupil engagement (Morin, 2021). However, this is challenged by Hirsch, who argues that brain-break activities in school may pose a distraction in taking attention away from essential curriculum content and skills (Hirsch, 2010). While both Morin and Hirsch pose a solid argument, it is essential to note that empirical research on the lasting impacts of brain break activities on academic achievement, behaviour, and pupil well-being is scarce, which poses a knowledge gap in the literature. 
A blog written by Dr John Ratey suggests the relationship between physical activity and brain function is massively overlooked and is only now becoming more knowledgeable due to the recent widespread use of brain break activities in schools (Ratey, 2022). On the other hand, child psychologist Wingert implies that brain break activities should not involve physical activity as it can overstimulate children with special needs; Wingert believes that mindfulness activities are the way forward and are the only way a brain break can be utilised successfully for all pupils (Wingert, 2016).
While both perspectives offer valuable insights, Ratey's strong focus on the importance of activity fails to consider the possibility of causing overstimulation or unease in students, creating an ineffective learning environment, especially for those sensitive to sensory stimuli or facing motor skill difficulties. Conversely, Wingert's attention to mindfulness exercises might not fully recognise the advantages of engaging in movements for enhancing growth in typically developing children. It is also vital to note that the knowledge gap in studies comparing the effectiveness of various brain break activities, such as physical movement and mindfulness, is theoretical and could benefit from additional empirical research.
[bookmark: _Int_kQHvvnJa]In conclusion, the research surrounding using brain break activities in education reveals various perspectives concerning benefits and drawbacks. Whilst some research found advocates for the vast potential in brain break activities in classrooms, others conflict with concern on potential distraction on academic content and harm to pupils with additional learning needs. Identifying gaps in the literature and research surrounding brain break activities underscores the need for further investigation of long-term effects and behaviour on pupils surrounding the activities. A recommendation is to research further and conduct studies comparing the different types of brain break activities. The outcome would be deemed essential in education as it informs teachers about more beneficial and effective evidence-based practices.
Methodology 
In education today, engaging pupils is crucial for effective learning (Shelton & Brownhill, 2008), which is why brain break activities have been thought to enrich the learning environment by enhancing pupil attention and participation (Kieran O'mahony, 2021). The Leuven scale is a valuable observation tool in educational research as it gives insight into the effectiveness of classroom management techniques, teaching methods and student engagement practices (Woods, 2016).
A notable advantage of the Leuven scale is its adaptability to various differential contexts and versatility for many age groups (Jackson, 2023). In addition, an advantage posed is the structure of the Leuven scale, as it provides researchers with positive and negative aspects of student behaviour, further facilitating the researchers as it poses a holistic scope inside the classroom (Early Years Staffroom, 2017). This holistic outlook would allow researchers to pinpoint areas needing enhancement and customise interventions to address the requirements of students and teachers alike. Nevertheless, the subjective aspect of gathering data could pose a limitation due to influences from observer bias or misinterpretation. The Leuven scale provides valuable insight into student engagement; however, the subjective nature of data collection invites bias. It should be used alongside other assessment methods to understand classroom interactions comprehensively (Twinkl, 2024).
 I created an observation schedule (See Appendix 1) with specific details to plan for the research days to ensure the data collection was organised and readable. The observation schedule held a framework designed to evaluate pupil involvement using the Leuven scale, which offered a way to measure their involvement levels ranging from one being low involvement to five being extremely high involvement (See Appendix 2), making data collection and analysis more consistent (Structural Learning, 2021). To ensure a fair representation, the observation plan specified that the three pupils (A, B and C) be chosen from each of the three tables in the classroom environment; this method minimised biases and ensured that observations reflected the class population. Additionally, I ensured that room was provided for comments, allowing insight into further detail beyond just the Leuven scale.
 Discussion and findings 
[bookmark: _Int_XQakiK8x][bookmark: _Int_OuHmzZrr]Ethics encompass all researchers as they must follow specific ethical guidelines and approval processes (World Health Organization, 2021). Ethics are in play to minimise harm and maximise benefits whilst ensuring respect, dignity, and privacy are given to all (Gregory, 2003); in applying this to my observation, I will give complete anonymity to the three participants by referring to them as pupil A, B and C throughout this observation. As this observation is based around children, it is vitally important that ethical considerations are understood, as the British Educational Research Association (BERA) document states that anonymity is to be given and that researchers must not disclose any private and personal information (BERA, 2018). The Data Protection Act has also been carefully considered as this falls under a research project and thus applies to this observation (Data Protection Act 2018). As said previously, complete anonymity has been given, and names, locations and schools have been kept hidden, ensuring no private information is disclosed. During this observation, consent from parents will not be obtained as it is conducted during the children's regular learning experience. Before conducting my observation, the children will be informed of the purpose of the observation and will be able to ask questions freely; this way, I can ensure that assent from the child will be considered and applied during the observation process.
[bookmark: _Int_89xaqgSb]The observation revealed a pattern in involvement before and after the brain break activity. Initially, all three children displayed varying levels of involvement, with pupils A and C scoring a two on the Leuven scale, showing low involvement and little to no interest in the lesson by being visibly distracted with their peers. However, Pupil B scored a three on the Leuven scale, showing moderate involvement in pair discussions. Following the five-minute brain break activity, a significant improvement in involvement was observed across all three pupils as high levels of involvement were displayed. Pupil A showed one of the highest increases in involvement in the lesson, scoring a five on the Leuven scale and visibly showing passion and enthusiasm for answering questions.
[bookmark: _Int_wXifJRTr]Additionally, pupil B scored a five with extremely high involvement in the lesson, improved posture, and observed positive interactions with peers and teachers. An improvement in pupil C was also noted in scoring a four on the Leuven scale, presenting high levels of involvement, increased energy towards the lesson, and a positive attitude. However, during the observation, a critical incident may have skewed the results in a biased way with the potential for inaccurate outcomes due to a change in Pupil A's learning environment; Pupil A, who was previously disruptive at the beginning, was moved to another table after the brain break activity. Despite attempts to redirect the child's behaviour from the teacher, pupil A took no notice. As a result, the teacher made a different seating arrangement for pupil A to minimise further disruption; this positively affected not only pupil A but the whole class itself, as visible signs of increased involvement were shown throughout.
It is important to note that I ensured the use of mixed methods to gather data in the observation scale; this allowed for a collection of both qualitative and quantitative data, in the Leuven scale providing a quantitative measure of pupil involvement and the additional observations/comments providing a qualitative measure of involvement. I believe that brain break activities enhance pupil engagement by creating a more effective learning environment by increasing students' attention and enthusiasm for learning.
 Conclusion and recommendations 
My research assessed how brain break activities affect pupil involvement in a one-hour lesson. The research found that using brain break activities in a classroom setting does increase children's involvement, as my findings found notable improvements in all three pupils' involvement after the activity.
Strengths of this research include utilising a mixed method approach towards gathering data while observing pupils. Combining quantitative data from the Leuven scale with qualitative observations made the data gathered comprehensive and detailed, opening a broader scope into the research question.
However, using the Leuven scale is limited as it does not specify or identify if the child observed has additional learning needs. This oversight could invalidate the data collected, presenting a significant limitation as children with additional learning needs may demonstrate varying levels of involvement that could be less noticeable by observing the Leuven scale.
This research has hugely impacted my professional learning in becoming a teacher. It has provided insight into the efficiency of brain break activities in increasing pupil engagement and creating an effective learning environment. This insight will be applied during my professional learning to integrate these activities into lessons to ensure pupils stay focused and energised towards the task. Additionally, the critical incident that involved disruptive behaviour from one of the pupils has allowed me to recognise the importance of classroom management. This has inspired me to ensure that I leave adaptations in my professional learning lesson plans for supporting and managing children facing behavioural challenges. This study further supports student-focused teaching methods, leading me to create a nurturing educational setting in my practice.
To conclude, this research has inspired interest in further exploring the impact of the possibility of personalised brain break activities. A research question drawn from this I could use to aid in developing my practice in future would be: 'How does the use of personalised brain break activities tailored to students' interests and learning styles impact overall classroom engagement and academic performance in a diverse primary school setting?' This would facilitate my learning by providing a better insight that could be practised in my professional learning by building on previous knowledge.
Word count – 2094 words


Reference List
BERA (2018). Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, Fourth Edition (2018). [online] Bera.ac.uk. Available at: https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-2018-online.
(Accessed 3 February 2024).
Cline, A. (2021). A Process Evaluation of a UK Classroom-Based Physical Activity Intervention—‘Busy Brain Breaks’ . [Dissertation] Available at: https://pure.hartpury.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/27875618/A_Process_Evaluation_of_A_UK_Classroom_Based_Physical_Activity_Intervention.pdf 
(Accessed 8 February 2024).
Data Protection Act 2018. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2018/12/contents/enacted [Accessed 14 Feb. 2024].
(Accessed 3 February 2024).
Dirks, J. (2023). The Academic and Socioemotional Effects of Brain Breaks in a Title 1 Elementary Classroom AUTHOR: Jeremy Dirks DATE OF SUCCESSFUL DEFENSE. [online] Available at: https://scholarworks.calstate.edu/downloads/r494vs75n.
(Accessed 11 February 2024).
Dougherty, S. (2021). Gross Motor Brain Break Activities. [online] Project Play Therapy. Available at: https://www.projectplaytherapy.com/gross-motor-brain-break-activities/ 
(Accessed 14 February 2024).
Early Years Staffroom (2017). Leuven Scales. [online] Early Years Staffroom. Available at: https://www.earlyyearsstaffroom.com/eysresources/leuven-scales-download/ 
(Accessed 8 February 2024).
Government, W. (2020). The new Curriculum for Wales An easy read guide for young people. [online] Available at: https://hwb.gov.wales/api/storage/e4dcdb2e-f87f-4f00-b110-488289cc02ca/220209-easy-read.pdf.
(Accessed 3 February 2024).
Gregory, I. (2003). Ethics in research. London: Continuum.
Hirsch, E.D. (2010). The Schools We Need. Anchor.
Jackson, L. (2023). How to explain the Leuven Scale to your nursery parents. [online] Blossom Educational. Available at: https://blossomeducational.com/blog/how-to-explain-the-leuven-scale-to-your-nursery-parents/.
(Accessed 21 February 2024).
Kieran O'mahony (2021). The brain-based classroom : accessing every child’s potential through educational neuroscience. New York, Ny: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.
Morin, A. (2021). Behavior Strategy: How to Use Brain Breaks in the Classroom. [online] www.understood.org. Available at: https://www.understood.org/en/articles/evidence-based-behavior-strategy-brain-breaks.
(Accessed 21 February 2024).
Oecd (2020). Implementing Education Policies Achieving The New Curriculum For Wales. S.L.: Oecd.
Ratey, D.J. (2022). Get Physical. Get Physical. Available at: https://eu.ocala.com/story/news/2002/11/07/get-physical/31268911007/ 
(Accessed 10 February 2024).
Shelton, F. and Brownhill, S. (2008). Effective behaviour management in the primary classroom. Maidenhead: Open University Press.
Structural Learning (2021). Leuven Scale: A teacher’s guide. [online] www.structural-learning.com. Available at: https://www.structural-learning.com/post/leuven-scale-a-teachers-guide#:~:text=The%20Leuven%20Scale%20is%20a%20five%2Dpoint%20scale%20that%20allows (Accessed 3 February 2024).
Thomas, A. and Lewis, A. (2016). An Introduction to the Foundation Phase. Bloomsbury Publishing.
Twinkl (2024). Who Is Ferre Laevers and What Is He Known for? [online] Twinkl.co.uk. Available at: https://www.twinkl.co.uk/teaching-wiki/ferre-laevers#:~:text=Each%20childcare%20setting%20has%20their 
(Accessed 14 February 2024).
Wingert, S. (2016). Special Education at Home. Createspace Independent Publishing Platform.
Woods, A. (2016). Examining levels of involvement in the early years : engaging with children’s possibilities. London ; New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.
World Health Organization (2021). Ensuring Ethical Standards and Procedures for Research with Human Beings. [online] World Health Organization. Available at: https://www.who.int/activities/ensuring-ethical-standards-and-procedures-for-research-with-human-beings.
(Accessed 11 February 2024).


Appendix
Appendix 1 – Observation schedule[image: ]
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Appendix 2 - The Leuven Scale for involvement (in learning)
Wells, R. (2020). The Leuven Scale for involvement (in learning). Available at: https://ncnltd.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/The-Leuven-Scales-sheet.pdf.
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