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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 need 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.





















[bookmark: _Toc40263342]Introduction

Research in an educational setting serves several purposes; it allows hypotheses and theories to be tested, it provides opportunities to investigate concepts to promote challenge, debate and judgement, and it allows practitioners to consider and reflect on their personal pedagogical principles, giving scope for continual evolution, evaluation and refinement throughout their career (Sharp, 2012). With that in mind over the course of this exercise I intend to consider two elements. Firstly, I wish to determine whether there is a place in the Foundation Phase learning environment for the use of role play, and secondly whether the use of the observation tool, the Leuven Scale, is an appropriate means by which to determine this.

Introduced in 2010, the Foundation Phase curriculum encourages “children to be creative and imaginative, and makes learning more enjoyable and more effective” (Welsh Government, 2015, p2.). Designed to support the holistic development of children, providing opportunities to build on existing knowledge and experiences, it encourages use of a range of learning environments and methods. It has a strong focus on play as this is seen as one of the key ways in which children practise new found skills, experiment with ideas, take risks and learn more about how they interact with others and the world around them. Furthermore, the framework document highlights the importance of providing both indoor and outdoor learning spaces, as well as offering a mix of practitioner led and child led activity. 

In a classroom setting such an offering includes dedicated areas for learning through different means. As well as workspaces for focus group activity with the teacher or other adult, there will be areas offering a continuous provision of regular activities, for example an art corner, a reading area and a construction area. There will be outdoor learning spaces that may include mud kitchens, climbing areas and sand pits. Aditionally there will be areas offering enhanced provision where the activities can be changed and altered to match the topic or theme the class is exploring; for example a role play area that may be a shop at the start of the term as children learn about food chains and money, later becomes a veterinary practice when the children are learning about caring for animals and pets.
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Good quality role play provision can be used to supplement teaching of all areas of the curriculum (Harries, 2013). Through role play children learn to take turns, explore situations from a range of perspectives, use their imagination and develop many other skills whilst practising and expanding their knowledge. As is seen in the video I chose for my observation, it also provides opportunities to reinforce and contextualise the learning gained from a focus group or teacher led activity.

Play itself has been discussed by many theorists and researchers and no one single definition for the term appears to be possible. It is widely accepted that play is a natural activity for children and can hold their attention for long periods of time when they have chosen to partake in it (Pound, 2005). Piaget suggested that development of make believe or pretend play becomes evident in children as early as the age of two (Johnson, 2012), with more in-depth and detailed sociodramatic play becoming evident from the age of around four years old onwards. Vygotsky considered the social element of play as being important as it provides an opportunity for the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) to be established (Pound, 2005) where children may learn from more knowledgeable peers through their activity. To enhance the potential outcomes from children engaging in the ZPD, practitioners need to have a good understanding of what children can already do in order to design a curriculum and learning experiences that will challenge this, thereby providing ‘scaffolding’ for further learning. Such knowledge of the children arises both from assessment (formative and summative) and observation; data gained from these activities can then be used to shape many aspects of the curriculum including how to equip a role play area to encourage more in-depth play and discovery.

Within the classroom environment, it is quite possible that the role play area is used mostly by the children alone, with little or no involvement from adults. Some adults believe that this should be the case, that the children’s play is for children only (Kitson, 2010). However, it is also suggested that adult involvement enables a more successful means by which to scaffold the learning and encourages an expansion of the learning and play activity. It is important that such involvement is considered as engaging in the learning rather than intervening; the adult should avoid giving discrete directions and instructions but ask questions or pose challenges for the children to consider instead.

Role play provides other learning and development opportunities beyond those linked specifically to the curriculum. Within the scenarios being acted out by children during such play, they are adhering to various social ‘rules’ often without being aware of it. Through role play, as well as other forms of play, they are learning to take turns, to manage their emotions and express themselves more clearly through language and other symbolic forms (Walsh, 2017). This again is something I noted during my observation as the children engaged with the activity.
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As I have already discussed, role play is a key element of the Foundation Phase environment and provides opportunities for a range of learning and skills developments. In order to gain a greater personal understanding of this however I chose to consider the research question ‘To what extent does the role play environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?’ (Evans, 2020). Proposing an answer or range of answers to such a question firstly requires the collection of data. Such data can be collected in a number of ways and may be quantitative or qualitative; quantitative data is collected using tools such as surveys and questionnaires and will be numerically based, whilst qualitative data will be non-numerical and gathered through activities such as interviews, focus groups and experiments (Welsh Government, 2015). As an initial step towards proposing an answer or answers for this question, I have undertaken an observation of children engaged in a role play activity using a pre-recorded video (Department for Education, 2011). 

Prior to undertaking an observation, it is important to plan and prepare for the activity. Observations may be participatory or non-participatory; in this case my observation will be non-participatory. Recording of evidence from an observation may be completed using a narrative, chronological approach where everything possible is noted down during the period of observation or utilise an observation schedule drawn up beforehand to enable a greater degree of focus in relation to a specific question.

I have chosen to create an observation schedule which will utilise the Leuven Scale of Involvement (see Appendix (i)). This was developed by Ferre Laevers and colleagues at the Leuven University in Belgium as part of their work around Experiential Education and the concept of ‘deep-level-learning’ (Laevers, 2011). There are two parts to the scale, one which provides a basis for observations relating to well-being in learning, the second relating to involvement in learning (Wells, 2015). Given that my research question explicitly mentions involvement, I feel the Leuven Involvement Scale is an appropriate choice. Laevers himself acknowledges that observation of involvement is open to subjective interpretation (Laevers, 2000, p.25), however he suggests that utilising the scale provides a framework against which reliable evidence can be gathered. Ideally, I would carry out this observation alongside at least one other person who would also use my schedule, having previously discussed and agreed an interpretation of the scale so as to limit as far as possible any opportunity for subjectivity to influence the data collected (NSW Government, 2019).

When undertaking research of any kind, there are a number of aspects to consider outside the scope of the research question and methods by which data will be collected. Typically, this is referred to as ethics and encompasses aspects such as consent, responsibilities of the researcher towards their participants, stakeholders and the broader research community amongst others and confidentiality (BERA, 2018).

The observation I have completed was based on a video clip and given that the source for the clip was a government body, I have made the assumption that all necessary consents and assents were secured prior to recording. Informed consent is gained voluntarily from participants prior to the research starting and means that participants have fully understood what the research will involve and their role within it. They have the right to withdraw this consent at any time. Assent is very similar to consent but based on the premise that the participant may not be able to fully understand the scope of the research or their involvement in it. As such it is often considered that young children who are involved as participants in a research project or observation will have given their assent, with further consent granted by their parents or carers (BERA, 2018). That said, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1989) explicitly states in Articles 12 and 13 that children capable of forming their own views have the right to express them. As in the case of participants who have given informed consent, those who have provided assent may also withdraw from the study at any time if they so wish. In both situations, any data that has been collected relating to these participants must be removed from the findings and destroyed.

When collecting data, the findings recorded must be anonymised and kept confidential; there should be no way of identifying participants involved or the location of the research activity. As can be seen on my completed observation schedule, there is no data that can identify the location of the school, the school name, or the names of the children involved. I have used the Leuven Involvement Scale to assess the level of involvement shown by the children in their chosen activity and collated the scores at the end of the observation to give an overall average score against the scale. In relation to the research question I chose to consider, I feel that the evidence I have collected supports use of role play as a means by which to provide opportunities for pupil learning. During the observation I noted that the children clearly had a good knowledge of the subject area and were able to apply this to a real-life situation (in this case a travel agency) and demonstrate understanding of the need to book tickets for coach and train journeys and what might be detailed on such items. I feel that asking children to simply explain such an activity may not provide the same opportunity for them to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding; a child who is asked to complete an adult-directed task like providing a verbal or written description of booking a holiday at a travel agency may not see the point of that, whereas acting it out through pretend play allows them to express themselves more freely (Pound, 2005).
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Throughout this exercise there were two aspects I wished to consider; firstly, is there a place for the use of role play in a Foundation Phase classroom, and secondly whether observations of such activity using the Leuven Scale are an appropriate means by which to determine this. 

Taking into consideration the observation I completed, combined with the reading and analysis I have completed, I feel that role play is an important and necessary feature of the Foundation Phase learning environment. It provides opportunities for children to develop social skills as well as embed prior learning. However, constraints within the classroom environment such as time, limited resources and lack of opportunity for the teacher or other adult to get involved as well may mean that learning and assessment of it is not as deep as it could be (Wood, 2013).

In terms of use of the Leuven Scale, for this exercise I feel it has been an appropriate method and provided a relatively standardised base for observation activity. The schedule I created enabled me to focus on the research question and monitor the children accordingly. Limitations imposed by circumstances meant that I have been unable to consider whether the Hawthorne Effect (Papatheodorou, Luff and Gill, 2011) has influenced the outcome of my observation, however the same circumstances have I feel reduced the opportunity for any bias or subjectivity to influence my recording as I have not been exposed to any information about the children or their background and capability. I am keen to explore observational research methods more fully as part of my continuing development, utilising the Leuven Scale and others such as the Social Play Continuum (Dowling, 2014). In doing so I would like to consider to what extent does play support the learning and social development of children with autism spectrum disorder as this is an area I am interested in and may choose to specialise in in the future.
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Observation Schedule
Research Question: 
Date and time of lesson:		
Lesson Details:
Classroom Environment:
Timescale and frequency of observation:
Key to Leuven Scale for Involvement in Learning:
1. Extremely Low -  Child seems absent, displays no energy, activity is simple, repetitive, passive.
2. Low – Frequently interrupted activity, engages for some of the time, but moments of non-activity, staring into space or being distracted by what’s going on around them.
3. Moderate – Mainly continuous activity, busy with the activity but at a fairly routine level, few signs of real involvement. Easily distracted, making some progress but limited energy and concentration.
4. High – Continuous activity with intense moments, seem involved at all times, not easily distracted.
5. Extremely High – Continuous and intense activity, greatest involvement, concentrated, energetic and persistent through nearly all the observed period.

	Activity at time of Observation 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Interval of observation
	
	
	
	
	
	Mean Score

	Pupil A
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Pupil B
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Pupil C
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Additional Comments

	Pupil A
	

	Pupil B
	

	Pupil C
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Appendix 2
Observation Schedule
Research Question: To what extent does the role play environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?
Date and time of lesson: Unknown – Date of video indicates 2011	
Lesson Details: Role Play Area set up to resemble a travel agency
Classroom Environment: colourful, bright, apparently calm
Timescale and frequency of observation: Four minutes in total, scores noted at one-minute intervals
Key to Leuven Scale for Involvement in Learning:
1. Extremely Low -  Child seems absent, displays no energy, activity is simple, repetitive, passive.
2. Low – Frequently interrupted activity, engages for some of the time, but moments of non-activity, staring into space or being distracted by what’s going on around them.
3. Moderate – Mainly continuous activity, busy with the activity but at a fairly routine level, few signs of real involvement. Easily distracted, making some progress but limited energy and concentration.
4. High – Continuous activity with intense moments, seem involved at all times, not easily distracted.
5. Extremely High – Continuous and intense activity, greatest involvement, concentrated, energetic and persistent through nearly all the observed period.

	Activity at time of Observation 
	Setting up
	Discussion
	Choices and booking
	Phone call and tickets
	End of session
	

	Interval of observation
	Start
	1 minute
	2 minutes
	3 minutes
	4 minutes
	Mean Score

	Pupil A (F)
	5
	4
	4
	5
	5
	4.6

	Pupil B (M1)
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5

	Pupil C (M2)
	5
	4
	4
	5
	5
	4.6



	Additional Comments – note all three children quite clear on what should happen in a travel agency.

	Pupil A
	Generally actively involved although a quieter participant. Has a clear role in the activity and uses initiative to develop tasks and own activity e.g. writing out a ticket once aware that a successful booking has been made.

	Pupil B
	Very clearly defined role and assumed in full throughout. Leads the group, imaginative and articulate, very much ‘in character’.

	Pupil C
	Quieter role in some ways but engaged well, spelling out name etc when asked for information, responding well to questions and prompts from others in the group.



Page 2

