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Professional and Pedagogic Studies: Researching the Learning: what, how and why am I teaching?

	
	Targed/Target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn.

What I have done in this assignment.

	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	Ensure you synthesise and reflect.
	Throughout this assignment I have tried to include more references in order to synthesise and support my work.  A large section of this work is a reflection and so I hope I have done this to a high enough standard.

	Targed/Target 2
	Be as specific as possible when making recommendations.
	I feel I have sufficiently supported my work with literature when making recommendations for both improvements and future practice. 

	Targed/Target 3
	To proof-read my work.
	As well as proof-reading the assignment myself, I have had my husband to read through to check spelling, grammar and punctuation.















I have always had an interest in how the environment can influence the learning in an educational setting.  In the past I have worked to ensure there are many areas for children to engage in and discover including supporting the development of an outdoor learning environment.  Having undertook a degree in Early Years Education I had read many items of literature on how environments can influence learning.  The school I am based in for my first Professional Teaching Experience use the outdoor area differently between the Key Stages.  Key Stage 2 scheduled opportunities for outdoor learning into their timetable, where the outdoors did not seem to be used in the Foundation Phase.  Since starting in Year 2, there has only been games sessions which have been carried out outdoors and no outdoor learning activities.
I am in a class of 28 pupils with a full time Teaching Assistant.  The school has two of each year group and are located on the same corridors.  The classroom is small and usually the Teaching Assistant takes a group to a different room to work due to the lack of space.  Both myself and the other student who are based in the same phase have noticed the lack of engagement with the outdoor areas.  The classroom lends itself well to creating opportunities for outdoor learning, as all the classrooms in Foundation Phase have direct access to the outdoors. Both myself and my research partner have noted this opportunity for utilising the outdoor area and agreed that this would be the focus of our research.  
From this we planned for our research question to be ‘How can an outdoor environment influence pupil engagement in Foundation Phase?’.  For the class I am in, this means a group of children, including the three children in the research group to take part in the research would complete a classroom-based task outdoors.  It was important to carry out a classroom-based activity, to ensure the results were not swayed by the activity rather than the environment.  
I began to explore literature regarding the outdoors as an environment to stimulate engagement by reading books, journal articles and other documents and found there to be a wealth of research regarding using the outdoor environment to promote learning.  Many items of literature I have explored including Kendall & Rodger, (2015), Plymouth University, (2016) and Waite et al., (2016) report encouraging trends in the increased attitudes to learning when outdoors.   The positive impact an outdoor environment can have on learning has been something of a talking point for many years and theorists such as Rousseau, Froebel and Steiner (Davies and Hamilton, 2016) have all explored and praised the outdoors as having a positive impact on learning and development.  
Cooper (2015) supports the need for engagement with ‘diverse natural elements’ to support the all-round development of a child.  Adams and Savahl (2017: 292) suggest there are many ways in which an outdoor area can benefit the development of children.  There are many documents published which encourage the use of outdoor learning including the Foundation Phase Handbook (Welsh Government, 2015), although during my time in the year two class, not one session was carried out outdoors.  Estyn (2011) report that although the benefits of the outdoor environment are clear to some practitioners, it is not used enough to promote and develop learning, with very little assessments being carried out in the outdoor environment.  Great Britain (2005) reports of how other countries such as Denmark include the outdoors when planning for learning.  Other countries do not follow this obligation, although many other countries include this area on a daily basis.  Beames et al. 2012 also support this by suggesting there are many other countries that effortlessly incorporate outdoor learning into their daily routine.  Estyn (2011) also recognise that practitioners in the UK have little training to educate in the outdoor environment and how this can impact on the education that is being delivered to children. 
Fisher (2010), Broadhead et al. (2010) and White (2014) all claim that the outdoors offers something unique to learning and this can not be achieved inside a classroom.   White (2014) also extends this by suggesting the outdoors should be offered as a learning environment to the children as often as the indoors.  A study carried out by Kuo et al., (2018) showed that after an outdoor lesson, children were more focused and attentive in their learning.  This clearly shows the benefits are not only when the children are in the outdoor environment but for some considerable amount of time afterwards.  Some evidence also suggests that information that is gathered from being outdoors has a higher level of retention then in a classroom.  Beames et al., (2012: 8) note a link to childrens ‘ability to pay attention, think clearly, and be more creative’ when outdoors.  
Although all this information is available to support outdoor learning, benefits, there is also conflicting evidence to show that the learning that happens outdoors should incorporate the natural resource available (Knight, 2013).  This would include sessions where children use leave, pinecones, sticks etc. to create and support concreate experiences.  Having found this, Bottrill (2018) also states that simply taking a classroom activity outside is simply not enough to class as outdoor learning.  
Outdoor learning can also support Education of Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (Welsh Government, 2008) and in turn supports both the ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals’ purposes of the new curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015).  Outdoor learning can support children in making meaningful links with the natural world and with the amount of time children are spending outdoors, the more they are in the natural environment the more this will develop well-being.  
Having read all this literature about the positive and negative impact the outdoors can have on engagement, it gave both myself and my research partner more drive to enquire to see if the engagement alone would alter due to the environment.  A large selection of the literature insinuates that it is solely the activities that can be undertaken outdoors making it more engaging.  Nevertheless, the persistent mention of how being in that natural environment can only support children in making connections with the real world.  
The methodology used to undertake this research was a lesson study.  This was chosen as I was working alongside another student teacher and this method would provide us both with support.  Collet (2019) describes lesson studies as a straightforward method to promote ‘empowerment and improvement’ in teaching.  Lewis and Hurd (2011) explains that lesson studies are used as a way of sharing good practice and building a bank of teaching strategies which can be called upon when needed.  Lesson studies are used commonly in Japan, where the educaton results have attracted interest from other countries (Stepnek, et al. 2007).  Lesson studies are when teachers work together to plan lesson, observe each other teach the lesson to collect data.  This data is then used to improve the teaching and widen the knowledge of the teachers (Stepnek, et al. 2007).  The one negative side of a lesson study is that the children may not behave as usual due to them having another adult in the room.  This is what is known as the Hawthorne effect (McCambridge et al., 2014).  Lesson studies were brought to the United Kingdom by Pete Dudley in 2001 (Dudley, 2014) and is seen as a successful method to improve teaching for both teachers starting their career and those who are experienced (Coenders and Verhoef (2018).  
The methods of data collection that were used were a non-participant observation using a tracking sheet based on the Leuven Scale (see appendix 2/3), reflection using the Brookfield model (see appendix 4/5) and a focus group.  Observations can provide the researcher with first-hand information and can reduce bias.  Bias can occur when interviewing and questioning as relationships can affect the judgement of the researcher.   However, it is only the physical aspects that can be observed.  There is no further information about areas such a attitudes, intentions or feelings that are obvious when undertaking observations.  Observation criteria must also be very specific for others to understand.  Another disadvantage of observations can be they can be time consuming.  Undertaking one observation can only give a snapshot (Grigg, 2015) into that behaviour or environment and to get quality results, several observations may need to be undertaken.  Observations will be undertaken by my colleague when I am teaching, and I will observe during the other session.  
A non-participant observation was chosen as both myself and my colleague were present during the session and the one observing was able to be a non-participant observer.  I was able to continue to monitor and support the group, leaving my colleague to carry out the observation.  Before the observation began, both myself and my colleague discuss what we would be looking for during the observation to ensure that we would both have the same expectations.  Cottrell (2014) states that this ensure that the same criteria is used to ensure a fair comparison.
The focus group were chosen as a sample because these children usually presented as being relatively non engaged during sessions both independently and when working with a teacher.  The pupils usually needed encouragement to engage and contribute to activities.  Focus group are described by Krueger and Casey (2009) as a way of participants sharing the experience in an open honest environment.  The focus group consisted of two groups of three pupil’s who all presented with lack of engagement.  The focus group then discussed how the environment influenced the engagement levels during the activity.    
The interviews can take three approaches, and these are structured, unstructured and semi-structured.  The one that was used for this research was semi-structured.  This was to ensure flexibility when the interview was undertaken.  A selection of questions was established prior to the start of the interview and this would structure the format of the interview.  This method is beneficial as it allows the interviewer and the interviewee to develop a professional relationship (Bolshaw and Josephidou, 2018).  The interviewee can talk about a subject in depth and if the focus is lost during the explanation, the interview can use the questions to bring the discussion back to the focus.  Using this method can also support the exploration of a subject.  It allows for further questions to be asked to ensure clarification as the questions do not have to be followed strictly.  There are, however, some limitations such as the validity of the information that is recorded.  The children will want to please adults and hope to give the ‘right’ answer.  A factor to also consider, is the length of time after the session the children are interviewed.  The facts could change during the time the activity finished and the time that the interview was undertaken.  Other factors to consider are the time taken to conduct the interview and the location of the interview.  Choosing somewhere comfortable and familiar with the children is best (Prior and Herwegen, 2016).  Children may not have the ability to sit and answer questions for a prolonged period of time and in some circumstances, children may simply not have the ability to verbally answer questions.  We overcome this issue as only scheduling 8 questions due the age of the children. 
The reflection model that has been chosen is Brookfield’s Four Lenses (Ndebele, 2017).  Using these four lenses will enable me to use each of the lenses from our own viewpoints, that of the students, each other’s point of view and then the perspectives of the literature.  Reflections can support practice by gaining deeper understanding.  Brookfield (2017) explains that using this model for a critical reflection can explore different areas in the teaching, highlighting opportunities for improvement.  
When planning the research section of the assignment, it is essential to consider the ethics.  Reducing the possible risks is something that should be explored although, it is not always possible to eliminate every issue (BERA, 2018).  Ensuring that the children are completely aware of what is expected of them is paramount. The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2019) state that ethics are followed to ensure the children are protected from harm plus physical and mental discomfort is kept at a minimum.  Following ethical guidelines also ensures the adults carrying out the research are protected.  The wording of how the research is explained needs to be at a suitable level for the children to understand and to be able to give their assent.  The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2019) state that ethics are followed to ensure the children are protected from harm and physical and mental discomfort is at a minimum.  Consent was gained for the participants before the research began and a copy of the information and consent form is shown in appendix 6.  Before the lesson began we attained assent from the pupils and informed them that they have the right to withdraw from the research without consequence. 
Before we began the lessons, both myself and my colleague had identified the target pupils to each other and recapped on what we will be looking for to ensure consistency through the observations.  Palaiologou (2016) instructs that it is essential to have a clear understanding of what the objective of the observation is and that it can be understood by everyone involved.  We had created an observation schedule based on the Leuven Scale of Active Engagement in Learning (SCILT, 2019) where children would receive a score on the level of engagement they were displaying.  Observations were to be carried out every 10 minutes and the session would last 30 minutes.  The 10-minute observation points were chosen so that we have a beginning, middle and end record of the session.  
Both the sessions aimed to support the childrens independence in learning and during the session both myself and my colleague were there as a support rather than leading the learning.  We wanted to use an independent activity to support this research as both classes encouraged children to work independently and dedicate sessions to each group working independently in class.  We also felt we would be able to observe the children’s natural engagement with limited intervention from us, while being available to provide support if needed.  
The first lesson I will discuss was my colleagues lesson where the children took part in a game of bingo.  The class topic was transport, so this game was thematic.  My colleagues introduced the game to the children and then took a step back to allow the children to work independently.  The children soon picked up the flow of the game and was able to finish it with limited support from my colleague.  The children at times needed encouragement on when to take their turn.  Ensuring independent tasks are simple, while the children are developing their independent skills are what Starko (2014) believe to be essential in developing independence.  As this was a year 1 class, the children were able to play this game with very little support, which will give them the confidence to tackle more difficult problems in time (Starko, 2014).
The game also supports the childrens literacy skills as they were expected to read the types of transport and match them to the images.  As the session progressed, the activity became easier with the children being able to learn from each other.  Having a peer as a more knowledgeable other can support the learning process as children are able to compliment and support each other, deepening their own learning while helping others (Smagorinsky, 2011).  The ease of the game could have potentially affected the engagement levels recorded for the children as if children find the activity too hard or easy, they may not want to engage in it (Hattie, 2012).  Social development was also supported during this session as it involved working as a team.  This also enabled moments where concentration and engagement could dip when pupils were waiting for their turn.  This showed in the observation schedule shown in appendix 2.
The results from the observation during the lesson showed a mix of results with child 1 being the most inconsistent and being the only child to be observed being ‘continuous activity with intense moments’.  The children mostly moved between ‘mainly continuous activity’ to ‘frequently interrupted activity’.  At the start of the session both child 1 and child 3 started on the same point and ended on the same point.  The findings from the observations showed no trend and only provided a snapshot of how the engagement was influenced by the outdoors.  
The lesson went as planned with the children seemed to enjoy the lesson.  It could be questioned if the lesson was successful due to the location, as this was new to the children or if it was the actual lesson, which was a game.  
The interview was carried out after the lesson, which Tudge et al., (2011) suggests provides the most accurate response as the information is still fresh in the participants mind.  During the focus group it was possible that children were taking answers from their peers, although most of the children were able to justify their answers and give reasons for their responses.  Due to the age of the children, they often went off track and needed to be brought back to the questions. Seidman (2019:87) suggests a good interviewer can ‘nudge’ the participant to regain their focus.  The children related the outdoors to playing rather than learning and this could be down to the activities that are usually available outdoors.  The pupils were able to identify with the differences in what equipment is available outdoors and appeared not to associate working at a table as something that takes place outdoors.  Two of the three children in the focus groups informed us that they would like to play games like bingo outdoors, but then continued to say that they are happy with the amount of time that they spend outdoors.  This shows that the questions were not completely understood by the children.  My colleague tried to adapt and suit the questions to level of the children, but the pupils appeared be distracted by the environment.  Vaughn et al., (1996) explains that child participants may need more flexibility with questions during a focus group and the children need to be active in the session in order to keep their attention.  The interview was undertaken in a computer suite as this was the only room available.  Although the children had worked in the room before, the area we sat at was new to the children and the seating created an informal atmosphere.  
In preparation for the next lesson, there was nothing regarding the lesson that I would change.  The introduction and support at the beginning of the lesson was successful which enabled to the children to understand what was expected of them.  Pollard et al., (2014) explains that the beginning of the lesson sets the tone for the whole session.  The lesson goals, which were to develop children’s independence, were achieved.  In order to gather better evidence, I would possibly suggest observing at more regular intervals.  Both the lessons that were planned to be delivered to the children were different with the focus of promoting independence. 
The second lesson involved the children working in a group to complete challenges which had previously been explained by the teacher in class.  As the children worked independently in class on these activities, not all children were on the same task and would progress to the next ‘job’ when ready.  This did not hinder any of the lesson as the children had all the resources needed to complete the tasks.  This is one barrier to outdoor learning that Bilton (2010) explains can have a negative effect on learning outdoors.  The lesson began by recapping what ‘job’ each child was on and clarifying the pupils understanding.  Once the children were ready, they began to work.  The lesson lasted for 30 minutes as planned and the children were able to progress onto new activities if they finished the current one.  The children showed good understanding of what was expected of them, and I was able to support if needed.  The children all complete at least one of their ‘jobs’ and could move on to the next piece of work.  I found it difficult not to encourage child 2 to engage in the activity as this would have impacted the results (Rahimi and Weisi, 2018).  
The observation schedule shows that child 2 had particularly low engagement during the activity.  This could be down to a number of factors including that this child is new to the school and therefore still adapting to the new environment.  A new environment can provide many distractions to the child (Young, 2014) and this alone could have largely impacted the observation results.  Child 2 had never been to this part of the school and This pupil in particular had very limited engagement through all tasks inside the classroom.  Child 1 and child 3 showed similar results with both fluctuating between ‘continuous activity with intense moments’ and ‘mainly continuous activity’.  When comparing the observation schedule between both classes, the results show that children in the second lesson, which was the year two class were overall more engaged.  This is possibly due to their age.  As children mature, the time they are able to spend engaged in activates can increase Kishida and Kemp (2006).  This could explain the difference between both classes.  
I undertook the interview straight after the lesson which was both convenient and ensured that the information was still fresh in the pupils’ mind.  Ensuring children could directly relate to the experience we would be talking about would hopefully increase the validation of their comments in the focus group.  All the children said they felt happy being outside, and all said they would want more lessons outside.  Child 3 stated that she did not feel any different when she undertook work outdoors compared to indoors.  When the children were asked if they could choose where to learn, only child 1 chose an outdoor environment.  Both child 1 and child 3 appeared to have a reasonable understanding of the questions that were being asked, but the answers that child 2 gave showed that he took most of the lead from his peers.  Even though the children were all the same age, there were differences in abilities, and this showed in the answers given by child 2.  O’Reilly and Dogra (2017) explains there to be a wide range of abilities in the same age range and this is to be considered when conducting focus groups.  This supports Gibson (2007) recommendation that focus groups should not be carried out with children under 6 as their language skills are not fully developed.  
Having analysed both sets of data, there was no conclusive evidence to suggest that the environment had any impact on the engagement of children.  According to White (2014) most children choose to be outdoors.  This contradicts the findings from the research we carried out as only one of the three children in lesson 2 said they would prefer to work outdoors.  During the interview for lesson 1 pupils did not give a clear answer to whether they would rather be indoors or outdoors carrying out work.  This could be due to the type of activity that this interview followed.  If the children were to undertake an activity which was more active and hands on, then the findings in this research could have been different.  
During the focus group for the second lesson, child 1 stated how being outdoors was a personal preference as there was more room, air and it was ‘better outside’.  Findings from Whawell and Tanner (2015) also found that children had a more positive look on outdoors due to the space and air that the outdoor environment provided.  Child 2 stated that she had no preference on where she worked, although then stated that she would like more lessons outdoors.  Not all the children in lesson two followed the lead from their peers and gave many individual answers.  When the children were able to choose an environment to work in, only one of the pupils chose to work outdoors.  
Having carried out this research I feel I have not gained any valuable information relating to our research question.  If I were to conduct this research again in the future, I would ensure that the children have regular lessons outdoors with them attending a location closer to the classroom.  The area used for this lesson was in the Key Stage two yard, which was not familiar with all the children.  If the children were to undertake lesson outdoors more often, I believe the feedback during the focus group could have been different.  I feel that this would give the research more of an even ground as the children were not used to having lessons outdoors and working in the location we took them to.   In order to have a fair comparison, there could possibly be an observation carried out indoors and then an activity outdoors.  Both activities would need to be similar to create a fair comparison and the children more used to working outdoors.  This research has only provided a small amount of research and w
Broekkamp and Hout-Wolters (2007) suggest that one off research provides only a sample of information and more needs to happen to ensure more accurate findings.  If I were to conduct research again, I would plan for a series of lesson where the children had multiple opportunities to experience the environment.  
The findings from both observations and interviews could possibly infer that the children were not used to undertaking a classroom activity outdoors and this could have been why the findings were unclear.  Most of the children related the outdoors to more physical lessons and this is what Bottrill (2018) describe outdoor learning encompasses, however relating back to Beames et al., (2012) there appears to be a benefit the outdoor environment brings to learning and engagement.  
As both myself and my colleague were new to research, we hope that our skills will develop over time.  During this research, one method of data collection was used and hopefully as our experience grows, our versatility to adapt will too.  Griffin (2019) acknowledge that there is not one method that works for everyone and hopefully overtime we will create a bank of techniques. The methods of data collection used had both strengths and weaknesses and possibly a combination of techniques would work better next time.  I thought the observation schedule, which was based on the Leuven Scale was convenient, as it provided clear guidance on what to look for and gave both myself and my colleague clear guidance.  The scale only provided observations three times during the lesson and this could not provide reliable evidence.  There could be many factors that could have affected these results, such as if the child had taken a moment to think about something.  The child may then be appearing to look in a daydream, but this could be them just taking a moment to think and gather thoughts.  Goldspink and Foster (2013) acknowledge that a scale of engagement is only focused on the displayed behaviour and little emphasis on the work that the children are carrying out.  This alone could affect the outcome of the study.  They continue by suggesting Csikszentmihalyi’s (1975 and 1990) idea of flow which could be explored for future research on engagement.  This is described as being a balance of challenging yet achievable work allowing the children to become immersed in the learning.  
[bookmark: _Hlk33351450]No methods were piloted prior to the research beginning and perhaps if they were it may have made me more prepared for the research.  This could have prepared me more for the interviewing section of the research as I found this to be the most difficult.  Hasan et al. (2006) advise using a sample that is not part of the main study as this could create bias.  A pilot is merely to check methods are suitable and to aid preparation.  Although I had the interview questions to follow, I felt that the interview was rushed as I wanted to keep in control, so figured I would ask the children the questions quickly to keep them on track.  Having read literature by Kyronlampi-Kylmanen and Maatta (2011) and Gibson (2012) it appears having a stimulus, such as a piece of work or drawing from the pupils could support the children’s engagement in the interview.  
A possible approach for future research would be to include a small informal chat at the beginning of the interview.  Danby et al., (2011) suggest that an informal start to an interview can support the coming answers that the children provide by creating a relaxed, natural environment.  This is also supported by Bolshaw and Josephidou (2018) who explain that the is a possibility of a power imbalance between the interviewer and interviewee.  The children may see the interviewer as a figure of authority, and this could influence results.  Ensuring a professional, yet relaxed environment can support children in providing more natural responses.  
I would also pilot the research with a random selection of pupils.  I feel this would give me a reliable indication of how successful the methods that were to be used are.  Having previously mentioned the benefits that Hassan et al., (2006) suggest including ensuring the methods support the aim of the research.  
I felt I have learned a wealth of information having undertaken research during this assignment.  I feel my understanding now of research methods and approaches is greater than ever and am grateful for this experience and learning.  
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