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Within this assignment I aim to compare and contrast a range of literature related to the observation of the learning environment within the Foundation Phase. I will focus my observation on a small group of learners, using the Leuven Scale as a research tool. Furthermore, I will engage critically with the literature and develop a conclusion about the creation of an effective learning environment. 

My observation will be centred around the outdoor learning environment video. I will analyse the research question ‘to what extent does the outdoor learning environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?’.

The Foundation Phase environment should be a stimulating and enabling environment providing opportunity for first-hand experiences, self-development and independence. The Welsh Government state that the Foundation Phase environment ‘should promote discovery and independence and a greater emphasis on using the outdoor environment as a resource for children’s learning’ (Welsh Government, 2015, p.3). 
Research of numerous educators confirms the significance of outdoor play within the Foundation Phase. The German educator, Fredrick Frobel (1852) strongly emphasised the importance of outdoor play and his principles underpin much of the excellent provision and practice today. Frobel expressed that outdoor activities stimulate children’s awareness of the natural world. Phycologist Susanne Isaacs (1948) is one of the many theorists influenced by Frobel and believed outdoor play to be highly significant in children’s learning using outdoor provisions within her practice. 

Literature Review 

The Foundation Phase curriculum is the statutory curriculum for ages three to seven in Wales and encourages creativity, imagination aiming to make learning enjoyable and effective (Welsh Government, 2015, p.2). Children’s holistic development, skills development and building on prior knowledge lies at the centre of the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 3). The experiential, play-based approach to learning involves practitioner-directed activities balanced with activities initiated by children. The outdoor environment within the Foundation Phase as stated above is an integral part of children’s learning (Welsh Government, 2015). 

Play is widely regarded as an essential part of learning within the Foundation Phase. The practice of play has been developed through the use of research and theories. However, different theories and approaches are based on the different views of what play is (Pound, 2011, p.6). For example, Frobel’s view of play has different characteristics to the views of practitioners such as Montessori. Frobel’s theory of play encouraged children to play freely, his practice and theory suggested that children should be encouraged to do something instead of being told or shown (Pound, 2006, p. 15). An example of effective play in practice has been demonstrated by Estyn. A Primary School created a practice called ‘Over to You Time’ to allow children to learn through play. Children can decide when they want to go out to play rather than having a set time. The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) emphasises the importance of first-hand experiential activities through play recognising that ‘through play children practice and consolidate their learning, play with ideas, experiment take risks, solve problems and make decisions.’ This practice enabled children to make decisions and work skilfully as independent learners. As a result of this practice pupils personal and social skills are strong across the schools Foundation Phase (Estyn, 2019).
Montessori’s theory on the other hand encouraged structured play, differing from Frobel by having less free choice. Montessori believed that the learning environment should be organised to promote the development of individual learners. Montessori’s theory suggests that the teacher organises the learning environment following observations and using materials set against children’s prior knowledge, therefore extending and developing learning (Miller and Pound, 2012, p.77). The use of observation of how and what children are learning has been recognised by practitioners as good practice (Miller and Pound, 2012, p. 83). However, research has shown that Montessori education is more restrictive for children’s development than playful learning (S.Lilard, 2013, p.163). 

As underlined, outdoor play is a key element to the Foundation Phase. The Welsh Government states that the outdoors is an ideal environment for experiential learning (Welsh Government, 2009, p.2). Furthermore, the Government states that being outdoors enhances all aspects of children’s development. Thus, allowing children to better their learning and retain learning (Welsh Government, 2009, p.2). 
The pioneers of early childhood education including McMillan, Rousseau and Montessori advocated the fundamental role of outdoor play within the early years. According to McMillan “the best kept classrooms and the richest cupboard are roofed only by the sky” (McMillan, 1925). McMillan drew on the work of educationalist Frobel who advocated the ‘kinder garden’ as being central to early years. McMillan theorised that physical and emotional well-being is essential for intellectual development and can be fostered through outdoor learning. Susan Issacs’ (1930) continued to value the importance of outdoor play within her practice (White, 2011, p.13). 
However, research has shown that outdoor learning in education is an area that is difficult to measure the benefits of (Reynolds, 2018, p.22). Through research Reynolds (2018) suggested that the nature of the outdoors can continuously interrupt one’s concentration. Laevers’ (2012) argues that children need to have confidence in their environment for them to engage in learning (Reynolds, 2018, p.23). This suggests that more unfamiliar environments including the outdoors can leave children feeling less confident, therefore unlikely to engage confidently. 

Methodology 

Malderez (2003) stated that observation is commonly used within education as a tool to support understanding and development. Observation can help us to make sense of educational practices. The researcher is the main learner and the focus tends to be on generating descriptions and explanations of educational phenomena (Malderez, 2003, p.180). The Welsh Government states it is ‘essential that practitioners working with children have an understanding of child development and the needs of children’ (Welsh Government, 2008, p.4). Therefore, observing children whilst involved in activities can allow for practitioners to grasp an understanding of how children’s skills are developing. Through the use of observations practitioners are able to assess children’s progress and determine where children are on the learning continuum (Welsh Government, 2008, p.6). Furthermore, using observation as a research tool is a flexible approach to collecting data as it allows researchers to gather data in a range of contexts (NSW Government, 2019). 
Conversely, educational observations need to be carefully planned with a clear understanding of the questions. A clear understanding will allow researchers to avoid being overwhelmed by a vast amount of data. Additionally, undertaking observations in a busy setting such as the classroom can mean that the researcher could miss important aspects of the observation (NSW government, 2019).

The Leuven Scale is a form of assessment pioneered by Ferre Laevers, focusing on experiential learning within the early years. The Leuven scale considers well-being and involvement of children and categorises levels of involvement and well-being. The scales have been used within classrooms and developed through research. According to Laevers, high levels of well-being and involvement allow children to experience deep levels of learning (Wallis, 2020). The analysis forms a basis for interventions towards individual children as well as the general context (Laevers, 2011, p.1). 
The Leuven Scale can be beneficial for making assessments children as the scale is a simple assessment tool. However, it can be argued that the scale could become a checklist, therefore making the use of the scale less meaningful and findings gathered less useful (Wallis, 2020). It is also argued that although well-being and involvement can lead to deeper learning, when observing ‘high levels’ it doesn’t necessarily mean that deep learning is taking place. It can be considered as an indicator to deep learning; however, it cannot prove that deep learning is actually happening (Wallis, 2020). 

. My observation schedule was underpinned by the Leuven scale, see appendix one. According to Given (2008), an observation schedule can be defined as a form that is prepared prior to observation data collection that outlines behaviour and features to be recorded during the observation. Through planning of the observation schedule, I was able to collect both qualitative and quantitative data which enabled breadth and depth of findings (Jonson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner, 2007). This was beneficial as I was able to gather understandings whilst enabling findings to be generalised. When planning my schedule, I focused on time scale as this is important for both lesson time and providing scores.
In addition, I considered the context of the lesson and provided a clear description. I set out to observe a small number of children, enabling me to record in depth and accurate findings. 

Discussion and findings 

According to Gray (2018) ethics are a set of moral principles that are used to guide ethical choices of behaviour and relationships with others. Research ethics are crucial to any research process and no educational research can be carried out without ethical clearance approval (Ramrtathan, Grange & Shawa, 2016). The BERA (2018) guidelines outline the ethical guidelines for educational research. Within my research there were a number of ethical considerations I had to take into account. 
Consent and assent are integral to any form of research. Informed consent is considered as a voluntary agreement for one to participate, a process whereby the participant has a clear understanding of the research taking place. Assent can be described as a term used to express willingness to participate by a person who is defined as too young to provide informed consent, however old enough to understand the proposed research. Within the Foundation Phase, one would need consent from a parent and assent from the learner in order to ethically conduct research. In practice, using an information sheet and consent form would be an example of conducting research within ethical boundaries. There are a number of practical methods used in terms of gaining assent from learners. A point frequently emphasised by researchers is the importance of using simple language that children can understand (Alderson & Morrow, 2004). Researchers have also emphasised the principle of ongoing assent and recognising right to dissent. Practical methods could include the use of stickers and aprons in which children can chose to wear throughout the observation. Children can signal their decision to dissent through body language and behaviour also (Dockett et al., 2012). The BERA (2018) guidelines state ‘it is normally expected that participants’ voluntary informed consent to be involved in a study will be obtained at the start of a study’ (BERA guidelines, 2018, p. 9). 
BERA (2018) also outlines that ‘the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research’ (BERA, 2018, p. 21).  Therefore, within my research I ensured data was anonymised in order to ethically protect participants. However, I have noted there could be potential for confusion when referring back to anonymised data. 

I used the Leuven scale and my observation schedule to observe a small group of learners. My research question ‘to what extent does the outdoor learning environment provide opportunities for pupil involvement and learning?’ was answered to a certain extent. I observed that the outdoor learning activity building a pirate ship maintained the involvement the three children I observed. The activity allowed children to develop their gross motor skills by manoeuvring large play equipment as the outdoor was spacious. Gallahue (1993) stated that outdoor play is a key element to the development of gross motor skills for children. 
The children I observed developed their communication skills in order to complete the activity. Creative development was encouraged through an art activity connected to a treasure hunt that develop children’s physical skills also. As highlighted by the Welsh Government, the use of the outdoor environment can benefit children’s health and fitness from using equipment that cannot be used inside (Welsh Government, 2009. p.2). The findings I gathered suggests that the outdoors provides children with opportunity for involvement and learning. 

Conclusion and recommendations

To conclude, I used the Leuven scale as a research tool to observe children within the outdoors. I developed my understanding of different views about the learning environments within the Foundation Phase. And furthermore, I developed an understanding of research within education. 
The Leuven scale supported my research to a certain extent as it allowed for structure within my research. However, I felt that the use of the categories meant what I was observing was limited and the quantitative findings didn’t represent clearly what I was observing. The notes section of my observation schedule did however allow for my findings to be more in depth. I believe the Leuven scale can have a positive impact on my professional learning and practice. The Leuven scale provides an outline of what a high and low levels of involvement and well-being are characterised by. This can support me in future practice as it can assist in monitoring children’s well-being and involvement, allowing me to support children. The Leuven scale can also assist in deepening my professional knowledge and understanding. 
Outdoor learning is an aspect of education I am interested in developing my knowledge and understanding on. Therefore, a research question I would like to use in future is ‘To what extent does outdoor play have a positive impact on children’s well-being?’.
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Appendix

Appendix One: 

Observation Schedule 

Involvement

1. Extremely low – activity is simple/low, repetitive and passive. Child seems absent and displays no energy. E.g. my stare/ look around the classroom. 
2. Low – frequently interrupted. Child is engaged in the activity for a short amount of time but there are moments of non-activity. E.g. distracted/ stare into space. 
3. Moderate – mainly continuous activity. Child is busy but at a fairly routine level. Few signs of real involvement. Some progress made in what they are doing. Not much energy and concentration/easily distracted. 
4. High – continuous activity. Intense moments and at all times seem involved. Not easily distracted. 
5. Extremely high – continuous and intense activity. Concentrated, creative, energetic and persistent throughout nearly all of the observation. 
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