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A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool, ‘Leuven Scale’
Compare and contrast a range of literature (journals, blogs, government reports, websites, Estyn reports) related to observation of the learning environment within a Foundation Phase (FP) class. The learning environment may include indoor or outdoor spaces and resources. Observation should focus on a small group of learners, using the Leuven Scale as a tool.
You need to engage critically with the literature in making tentative conclusions about the creation of an effective learning environment. Consideration also needs to be given to the potential impact of using the Leuven Scale on your own practice as an ethical researcher and the development of learners.








Targets:
· Try to use some evidence from literature in each paragraph to support the points you make. 
· Think more analytically and try to explain why things happen as they do.

The Foundation Phase ethos in Wales promotes a child-centred curriculum that emphasises the significance of both the indoor and outdoor learning environments in order for children aged between three and seven to reach their full potential and maximise their attainment in early education (Esufali, 2013). Foundation Phase aims to make learning more effective, suggesting teachers provide practical provision where children can be challenged and are encouraged to be curious within their learning environment across all areas of learning and experiences individually and across the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2018). The provision provided by teachers should be centred around play so a child can actively learn and develop (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008).  However, successful provision that meets the requirements of the Foundation Phase Profile cannot be met without successful engagement in learning (Welsh Government, 2017). This led to my research question ‘Children engage better with their learning through the use of song. To what extent do you agree with this statement?’ Throughout this piece of writing I will highlight how a group of foundation phase learners in reception classes (age four and five), engage in the key learning experience, singing. Supported by evidence from my research gathered via the use of observation, the Leuven scale, and relevant literature, I aim to investigate singing as a learning experience for foundation phase learners. 
“Engagement is the key and at the heart of successful teaching” (Brighthouse and Woods, 2013, p.40). When children become more engaged in their learning, each learning experience is more valuable and can be a great benefit to what each child will take away from that experience. (Woods, 2016, p.1). The Foundation Phase Profile is fundamental to achieving success in the progression steps for foundation phase learners (Welsh Government, 2015), provided that children are actively engaged in their learning. From my experiences, singing is a learning tool that several practitioners use. Koorista (2016) argues that singing is a method of informal learning that promotes observation, exploration and an opportunity to interact with the environment (Koorista, 2016). This is similar to the key principles of Foundation Phase, in that children learn through play and their curiosity (Welsh Government, 2017). Therefore, it is likely to be a successful method in engaging children with their learning. Research suggests that singing has great benefits for developing language acquisition and literacy skills by giving children opportunities to repetitively practice their auditory skills, their vocabulary and phonemes that when put together make sounds (B & G Marketing, 2019). Additionally, research has suggested the benefits of singing for children with autistic diagnosis or tendencies, in that children with autism struggle to communicate and gain a sense of control, which can be frustrating for those individuals. In addition, singing can enhance a sense of their wellbeing and increase their self-esteem (MacDonald et al, 2012, p.299). Engagement in learning can be affected by a variety of different factors including behavioural, emotional and cognitive (Lie & Xue, 2023). But it is important that every child is given the best opportunity to successfully learn and be actively engaged. As well as meeting progression steps one and two set out in the Foundation Phase Profile by repeating the patterns in language to develop their literacy skills (Welsh Government, 2015). Singing can also underpin the twelve pedagogical principles by meeting the standard that “good teaching and learning supports social and emotional development and positive relationships” (Donaldson, 2015). But more importantly, its entertaining and keeps the children engaged in their learning (Musical Futures, 2021).
The common theme in research about singing in the classroom is that it gives children the opportunity to repeat what they have learnt to improve their academic abilities, it raises questions to how much children apply and retain from the learning experience (Sala and Gobet, 2020). In fact, Sala and Gobet (2020) argues that the brain can be trained in such a way that improves one’s ability in singing and music, rather than getting better at what you are singing, such as maths (Sala and Gobet, 2020). The journal goes on to mention that singing may have benefits for social skills and wellbeing, thus agreeing with MacDonald et al (2012), but it does have as a direct effect on children’s ability to learn what they are singing about, as it has no real life context, it is just something thrilling that children are passionate about or simply put, “It’s fun!” (Musical Futures, 2021). 
It is fair to argue that singing can be questioned in terms of its real ability to teach children what they are singing about. Nonetheless, it continues to keep children engaged and enthusiastic about their learning, which is fundamental for their ability to thrive and retain the key foundations of the different areas of learning. Additionally, it underpins the foundations of the pedagogical principles such as working together as a class, improving on wellbeing, social and emotional developments, and being inclusive with the different methods of teaching (Donaldson, 2015). These are put in place to improve teaching practice and the provision given to the children to allow them to engage with the best possible education. 
For this project, I played the role of a non-participant observer that used the Leuven Scale to effectively measure my research, producing both qualitative and quantitative data whilst maintaining confidentiality with regards to the ethical principles of research (Cohen, Manion, Morrison, 2018, p.130).  Observations are a valued method of conducting research, especially when involving children as it gives direct access to learning opportunities or social interactions within different environments (Simpson & Tuson, 2003, p.16). Arguably, non-participant observation is a more efficient way of gathering accurate data as they typically gather higher objectivity from an outside perspective (Papatheodorou & Luff, 2013, p.82). However, participant observations can often get involved with the undertaking of the research, meaning the results may be hindered (McKernan, 1996, p. 63). 
The Leuven Scale created by Ferre Laevers who uses rating scales to determine the quality of education (Palaiologou, 2019, p.120). It is a prevalent framework that measures involvement or engagement in early years classrooms (McRae & Jones, 2020, p. 234). The Leuven Scale has been praised for not generalising children and their involvement to one finding. It means that researchers have to be adaptive to each individual child, putting children at the centre of their learning (Learning Journals, 2022), suggesting that it gives practitioners a better understanding of the more beneficial teaching methods, resulting in more engaged learners. Although the descriptions within the Leuven scale provide some form of qualitative data, it doesn’t necessarily account for the children who have additional learning needs (ALN) (Learning Journals, 2022). For example, often children with ALN or EAL need more effective provision and support to be engaged in learning, (Watts, 2021) but this is not considered within the means of the Leuven Scale. In School X, 31% of children are considered to speak English as an additional language (EAL) (Estyn, 2013). This is suggestive as to why perhaps those students were not engaged in their learning, as they simply may have a language barrier.
Arguably, the Leuven Scale is a successful method at measuring engagement in learning environments as it gives practitioners a better understanding of successful teaching methods in their classroom that the children can really engage with (Bruce, Louis, McCall, 2014, p.129) . Arguably, it does not explicitly explain perhaps why certain children are not interacting with the provision provided. Additionally, due to confidentiality reasons and the limits of being a non-participant researcher, it is unlikely to be able to collect data that explains the children who are deemed to be less engaged. So, the Leuven Scale leaves gaps in knowledge for researchers as it lacks consideration for the children who have ALN or who are considered as EAL pupils. 
Ethical guidelines for educational research highlight that each individual, including children “should be treated fairly, sensitively and with dignity and freedom from prejudice” (BERA, 2018). However, this is needless to say that researchers will often have to overcome ethical barriers that unknowingly occur, but it’s vital that they are addressed (Noffke and Somekh, 2009, p. 254). BERA (British Educational Research Association) state that educational practitioners should be inclusive and they should be open minded with their research without already having formed opinions (BERA, 2018). Singing is a learning experience that all children enjoy and can engage with (Musical Futures, 2021). Using the principles of the Leuven Scale, I scored each child with a number from one to five, five being the most engaged, one being the least engaged (Appendix One). One of these children was an EAL pupil (Child D). After observing the children in two methods of teaching, singing collaboratively and story time, I was able to see a clear difference between their engagement levels (Appendix 2 & 3).  Appendix two shows a slight rise in engagement during story time. There is a significant rise in engagement through the use of song, as seen in appendix three. This suggests that children are far more engaged in singing. I was able to gather more evidence to support the statement that children are more engaged in their learning through the use of song, by looking at Child D, who was considered as an EAL pupil. 
As previously mentioned, a significant number of children (31%) in School X are considered as EAL pupils (Estyn, 2013). As Child D is in a reception class, they had only been exposed to English within the last year. I first observed the children engaging with stories, read by the class teacher. Using the Leuven Scale, I scored Child D as low at both the start and end of the activity. As they could not understand the story, it could be suggested they were not engaged due to a lack of understanding. I noted that he was engaged with the images in the story, but soon lost interest after the first few pages (Appendix 4). It is suggested that children learn to listen, and understand things through auditory skills, before the ability to read, write or speak (Renukadevi, 2014, p.60). Singing is a similar principle.  Children use their auditory skills and engage by singing along. I observed the same child later on in the day, when the class sang through number songs. The child showed increased engagement during the course of the activity, and danced along, although this does not mean they understood the lyrics of the song. However, it does mean they seemed to be more engaged in this method of teaching. As Child D is learning English, singing as a pedagogy would be beneficial because it means informally learning the language through the repetition of basic sounds, words and  phrases (B & G Marketing, 2019).  This allows teachers to be inclusive to all students and provide every child with the same experiences, although the EAL child will have additional support to develop his English abilities. This teaching method is inclusive, supporting ethical guidelines (BERA, 2018) that can be entertaining and benefit all children. However, it is important to note that some practitioners argue that there are three types of learners; auditory, visual and kinaesthetic, which is another potential explanation to why some children engage more with singing (Mead, 2019). All children do seem to enjoy and engage in songs (Musical Futures, 2021). Singing still supports Donaldson’s pedagogical principles as, it encourages collaboration and a variety of teaching methods (Donaldson, 2015).
It is fair to conclude that from my primary research on a small group of foundation phase learners, the use of singing is more successful in engagement for learning, which is key for attainment, through the use of the repetition of language and learning patterns (Esufali, 2013). The Leuven Scale made the use of observing children simple as I could maintain BERA’s ethical guidelines including confidentiality and inclusivity, which is vital when researching vulnerable groups (BERA, 2018). It allowed me to gather qualitative and quantitative data that supported secondary literature to further support my theory that singing is a more successful method in engagement for learning. Both the primary and secondary research suggested the significant benefits singing has on children who struggle to be engaged or understand (ALN or EAL). However, the use of the Leuven Scale didn’t give me the opportunity to gather information regarding the reasons to why certain provision in classrooms are more engaging than others. If I was to carry out this research again, I would consider using repeated measures as well as using semi-structured interviews as my research method. This would give me the opportunity to ask appropriate questions to why certain children find different types of provision more interesting than others. Despite this, I was still able to conclude that singing is more engaging than other teaching methods such as story time. Evidence from Child D (EAL) was paramount in my research, as it proved evidence to demonstrate that regardless of the language one speaks “music is the universal language of mankind” (Gottlieb, 2019). In the future, I would like to use singing more in the classroom as it is successful in meeting pedagogical principles (Donaldson, 2015), as allows children to actively engage and enjoy learning, which has been proven in the undertakings of both my primary and secondary research. 
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Adfyfyrio Proffesiynol - Professional Reflection 
Roedd y Dyddiau Ymchwil yn caniatáu i ti ddechrau wneud cysylltiadau rhwng damcaniaeth ac arfer.  Defnyddia’r templed hwn i fyfyrio ar dy brofiad fel ymchwilydd.  
The Research Days allowed you to start making connections between theory and practice.  Use this template to reflect on your experience as a researcher.  

1. Disgrifia UN o'r arsylwadau a gyflawnwyd gennyt.  Beth wnest ti ei ddysgu ohono? 
Describe ONE of the observations you carried out.  What did you learn from it? 

I observed children learning through the use of song to learn their numbers as a part of the Maths and Numeracy area of learning and experience. I learnt that it a successful method of getting the children engaged as working together as a class or group. It meant they could be as engaged as they wish. They could show great passionate and knowledge through the use of not only knowing the words but their body movements and vocals. It made learning the numbers fun and showed how much more engaged children can be when learning through music and song. 

Additionally, students in School X have an average of 31% English and an Additional Language students (Estyn, 2013) , which struggle to communicate regarding their concerns and feelings, let alone engage in their learning. Sources have found that the use of music and song can be of great assistance for pronunciation, the recognition of words for both oral and visual learning (Shelton, 2020). Thus being very successful for those who lack with their ability to speak and communicate in English, as well as the children who do speak English as it gives them to opportunity to learn new things as well as practise things they already they know. 

2. Beth oedd yr heriau a'r cyfleoedd o fod yn sylwedydd nad oedd yn cymryd rhan (non-participant observer) yn yr ystafell ddosbarth?
What were the challenges and opportunities of being a non-participant observer in the classroom?

An opportunity of being a non-participant observer is that it meant I could remain concentrated on the class and the children I was observing. It meant that I could really pay attention and concentrate on my observation and my findings in order to have the ability to successfully write up my notes after the observation. 

However, a challenge is that as a teacher figure it is difficult to not get involved with the children. Not only do the children try to get you involved themselves, but it is difficult when trying to get findings to suit the research carried out. 

3. Yn dy brofiad di, beth oedd manteision a chyfyngiadau'r Raddfa Leuven fel offeryn ymchwil?
In your experience, what were the benefits and limitations of the Leuven Scale as a research tool?

The Leuven scale is a successful method of being able to gather both qualitative and quantitative data. This means I had to opportunity to write in detail about my findings as well as have numerical data to support my views. Additionally, it gives researchers the opportunity to determine evidence to directly support their research question (Learning Journals, 2022). However, it does not give researchers the opportunity to find out why there are higher or lower levels of engagement. It is very structural which makes it difficult for researchers to be able to expand on their points. 
4. Beth oedd prif bwyntiau dysgu i ti o ran bod yn ymchwilydd yn yr ystafell ddosbarth? 
What were the main points of learning for you in terms of being a researcher in the classroom? 

The ethical guidelines were key in learning to research in education. Often extraneous circumstances that explain why a child is behaving in a particular way, but this cannot be explored due to the maintenance of confidentiality. Furthermore, each child is different within a classroom, so each bring something different to research. However, this is difficult to manage and observe, which is why it is important to focus on a small group of children. 

5. Beth fyddet ti'n ei wneud yn wahanol pe bae ti'n cynnal yr ymchwil hon eto?  Pam?
What would you do differently if you were to conduct this research again?  Why?

If I was to conduct this research again, I would repeat my observations another day to rule out any extraneous variables. I would then compare the two sets of results and the closer the results were, the more accurate. I could then conclude that the results were more likely to be true, and an accurate reflection of children’s behaviour. This is known as repeated measures. 

6. Trafoda unrhyw ddulliau eraill o ymchwil y gallet eu defnyddio yn yr ystafell ddosbarth i wella dy ymarfer.  Beth yw'r pethau positif a negyddol?
Discuss any other methods of research you could use in the classroom to improve your practice.  What are the positives and negatives?

I could have used a form of semi-structured interviews. Whereby, I would carry out a set of questions to ask the children. The questions would mostly be structured and the same for each child, but it means I could add additional questions during the interview to get further qualitative research. This also means that I could categorise my data to get qualitative data. Meaning a key positive of this method is I can get both qualitative and quantities data, with the opportunity to expand on the reasons behind by being able to ask further questions. However, as I was researching with children, it would have been difficult for the children to answer the questions in a way that would be beneficial for the benefit of the research. Additionally, these questions would often have to be opinion based, meaning each child may prefer a different method of being taught, so would not be a true reflection of their engagement, more so what they enjoy.
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