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Title:  A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool, ‘Leuven Scale’
My research question: To what extent does small group work activities impact pupil engagement and involvement in a foundation phase setting? 
Introduction 
Research can take place in many learning environments, including foundation phase settings. I observed four children, aged five to six, participating in a fifteen-minute teacher-led mathematics activity using number blocks and workbooks. According to the Foundation Phase Framework, (WAG, 2015) indoor and outdoor environments should be exciting, fun and safely promote the development of children, there should be opportunities to learn through first hand experiences, and promotion of independence and discovery. There should also be various resources to aid development, English and bilingual displays and resources should be integrated into the environment and space to facilitate play, independent and collaborative group work (WAG, n.d). Pupils take an active role in their learning when they are engaged, even during challenging times a sense of engagement is vital (Promethean blog, 2022). Also, according to Hyson (2008, p 86 and 87), early childhood setting environments should convey a welcoming feeling and provide space where children can concentrate and experience lively group interactions. This suggests that an effective learning environment should engage and involve pupils. My focus of research is ‘’To what extent does small group work activities impact pupil engagement and involvement in a foundation phase setting?’. I aimed to also consider how small group work plays a role in creating an effective learning environment and the importance of research, particularly observation in the foundation phase.  
Literature review 
Small group work can be done in various ways, taking different forms dependent on the curriculum and individuals ‘ needs(Hyson, 2008, p88). Research can suggest that small group work can play a great role in the foundation phase environment and improve pupils’ engagement. It is crucial that practitioners integrate observation into their daily routine and planning for many reasons such as monitoring the learning process, concentration, and additional learning needs (WAG, n.d). At the centre of the foundation phase approach, the child is at the heart of learning, care should be used to ensure that pedagogical approaches to teaching are based on the needs of individuals (WAG, n.d). Research suggests that potentially small group work can allow teachers to observe pupils more easily. McGlynn (2018)suggests instructions can more easily be adapted to individuals needs due to the teacher’s greater knowledge of the individuals’ strengths and weaknesses. Whilst it’s important to consider that this article has been written by a website based on secondary education, it still provides useful information about small groups. Small group work also provides opportunities for differentiated learning, allowing teachers to introduce tasks at the right level of challenging (Vanover, 2020). Furthermore, Hyson (2008 p 88) suggests children usually learn more in small groups compared to whole-class activities and children appear to find it easier to regulate feelings and behaviour when fewer children are present. Similarly, one study (discussed in Learning Liftoff, 2018) concluded that students were more likely to become distracted during whole group instruction compared to individual or small group. This suggests small group work is useful for observation, identifying and meeting the needs of individuals, engaging pupils and therefore can play a great role in creating an effective learning environment. 
Other research highlights limitations of small group work. For example, there can be a lack of diversity within small groups with less opportunities to learn from others, teachers also need to be well organised to ensure that there is a variety of learning methods, and it may cause pupils to feel under pressure to be involved which can increase anxiety (McGlynn, 2018). Similarly, Sobel and Alston (2020) suggest that group work can induce anxiety and can lead to a sense of failure. Therefore, this suggests that there are also potential limitations and challenges of small group work which can affect a child’s engagement. 
My observation looked at a teacher-led task. Whilst the foundation phase should promote independence (WAG, 2015), there should be a balance between child-initiated and practitioner directed activities (WAG, no date). Bruner (discussed in WAG, no date, p31) emphasised the importance of adult intervention to support or ‘scaffold’ learning to help progression, to do this the teacher needs to be aware of what the child already knows to build upon it . Teachers can ‘scaffold’ or support learning by working alongside an individual or small groups, observing and participating if needed (WAG, p22). As small group work can be teacher-led and child-initiated, this creates a balance of these learning, therefore there can be a balance. 
Methodology 
My observation focused on small group work, measuring the impact on children’s engagement. I aimed to create an open-ended question that would result in a possible idea or answer. 
I created an observation schedule, using the ‘Leuven Scale’ to measure involvement (See Appendix 1). I created a table to observe the engagement of four children, as I believed this was an appropriate number for an observation of a small group. The Leuven scale (Laevers, 2011) is part of experimental education which views involvement as a measure of learning and the effectiveness of a learning environment. It involves a five-point scale for wellbeing and involvement, these levels are extremely low, low, moderate, high, and extremely high. According to Leavers (2011, pg. 2) ‘’High levels of wellbeing and involvement lead in the end to high levels of child development’’. I used the scale of involvement, and used short descriptions of each level.
There are advantages and disadvantages of the Leuven scale as an observational tool. Advantages include that it is observation based, puts the child at the centre of their learning, forces practitioners to be adaptive to a child’s needs and provides a practical method for practitioners and parents to measure learning and engagement (Learning journals, n.d). Observation is an important aspect of foundation phase pedagogy and a focus on needs is heavily emphasised (WAG, n.d). Therefore, the ‘Leuven scale’ can be useful for teachers to observe involvement and identify needs. From my experience, one benefit of the Leuven scale and observation is to identify distractions within the learning environment that may impact learning. However, there are also disadvantages. For example, it doesn’t greatly account for children with additional needs or disabilities, for example behaviours in the scale are not always present or obvious for children such as non-verbal children and the nature of the observation can be limiting or inaccurate when applied across the board (Arnerich, 2021). Whilst there are disadvantages that need to be considered when using the ‘Leuven scale’, it is still a useful tool to measure involvement and help in creating an effective learning environment by teachers observing what could be adapted to improve engagement. 
When designing the table, I ensured I could observe the levels of involvement throughout the task. I included space to write notes and the corresponding number to each level observed..  My observation schedule worked out well, I was able to place the children into different levels on the scale and made notes of what I observed. However, I did find it difficult to place the children on just one level of engagement as I found that the children showed signs of various level, potentially another limitation of the ‘Leuven Scale’.  
Discussion and findings 
All research involves ethical decisions, which especially become complex when children are involved (Nolan, Macfarlane, and Cartmel, 2013). There are many ethical responsibilities of researchers. For example, The British Educational Research Association (2019) ethical guidelines include responsibilities towards participants. These include guidelines on consent and assent, for example researchers should make clear to participants that they can withdraw at any point and if participants whose age may limit the extent that they can understand or voluntarily agree to participate, researchers should explore ways to support them to participate with assent (BERA, 2019). BERA principles also highlight that actions in research that could cause harm need to be considered and data of participants should be confidential and anonymous. Other responsibilities also need to be considered such as permission and being unbiased. For example, before an observation, the observer must be given permission who oversees that setting such as a teacher (Riddall-Leech, 2008). To ensure the children in my observation remain anonymous, I will refer to them as pupil a, b, c and d. I have considered my positionality, acting as a non-participant observer, ensuring I did not observe activities I was involved in. I choose a group of children at random.
I observed four children in  year one part-taking in a 15-minute teacher-led mathematics activity inside the classroom. The task involved using numicons to answer questions such as addition. I looked for potential signs of involvement. These include concentration, energy, persistence, creativity, reaction time and expression (Arnerich, 2021). 
The pupils showed mixed levels of involvement. Pupil A and B appeared to lean towards the lower end of the Leuven scale. I placed pupil A on level 2 for the start and end of the activity and level 3 during the middle. Pupil A was often distracted, looking around the room, playing with their pencil, sometimes distracting others, and moving around. The pupil did speak to the teacher but did not really appear to be answering questions at the start. Pupil A appeared to have little motivation, however towards the middle of the task became slightly more engaged, answering some questions and using resources. However, engagement decreased again. Pupil B appeared to have a moderate level of engagement, on level 3 for the start and middle but a level 2 towards the end. Pupil B showed little motivation and was often briefly distracted, sometimes by others. However, the pupil did use resources and sometimes answered questions. Pupil C and D were placed on the higher end of the scale. I placed pupil C and D on level 4 as they showed high engagement. I did place pupil D on level 4/5 during the activity as I found it difficult to decide which level. Pupil C’s engagement was consistently high. Speaking to the teacher and answering questions. They appeared to be listening well and showed some mental activity. I didn’t place the pupil at level five as there were one or two brief distractions. Similarly, pupil D appeared focused, showing high engagement. The pupil interacted with peers and the teacher, used resources, and counted on their fingers, showing signs of good mental activity. Pupil D looked twice at other tables briefly, therefore I did not observe the level as extremely high.  
Pupil’s A and B appeared to decreased engagement towards the end. According to British Council (n.d), the attention spans of children are shorter than adults and a child’s maximum attention span is around two to three times their age. Therefore, it’s important to consider that the time it takes for an activity can impact engagement. 
The teacher conversed with the children, asking questions and giving guidance. Potentially, small groups can make it easier for teachers to have conversations with pupils. According to Vanover (2020) back and forth conversations are easier within small groups. Also, relationships are strengthened in small groups as the teachers find it easier to get to know the children in smaller groups (Hyson,2008). Providing such conversations can be beneficial in engaging children. 
I found it important to be critical of my observation. For example, I may have observed something however it may have just appeared that way. For example, I may have observed that a pupil appeared not to be listening well, when they actually might not have been. 
Conclusion 
From my research, it appears that small group work can play a great role in creating an engaging learning environment. To give an answer to my question, small groups can impact pupil engagement positively and negatively. Small group work can positively affect engagement, for example it is engaging for many children as they can be involved in conversations, follow instructions and some children better express feelings in smaller groups.  However, disadvantages of small groups potentially argue that it has a negative impact on children’s involvement. For example, it can increase anxiety in some children. From my observation, I found that the children had mixed levels of engagement and found that the teacher was able to provide guidance within the group. The research collected suggests that teachers should use a balance of teacher led and child-initiated group work. One strength of my research was that I observed the levels of engagement at different time intervals, to compare levels at different times of the activity. My focus of small group work allowed me to research related topics such as teacher-led and child-initiated work. However, I also faced challenges, for example I found it difficult to place the children on the ‘Leuven scale’ as they showed signs of different levels. Much research refers to small group work positively, therefore it was challenging to provide a balanced argument. As a practitioner I will use various of research methods (See appendix 3 for examples), including observation. My research shows that whilst the ‘Leuven scale’ does have disadvantages, it’s a useful tool for teachers to use for observation and I will consider using this in the future. I will use small group work, with a balance of child-initiated and teacher-led activities. It does need to be considered that children’s behaviour changes daily, therefore, to improve reliability observations could be done on different dates and times. 
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Appendix
Appendix 1 
(Blank copy of observation schedule)
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Appendix 2  
(Filled in copy of my observation schedule, two copies)
Initial form – on paper
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(Typed up copy of observation, to make notes clearer)
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Appendix 3 
(Professional Reflection -Using a different example of one the observations I did)  
Adfyfyrio Proffesiynol - Professional Reflection 
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. Describe ONE of the observations you carried out.  What did you learn from it?                                 Another observation I carried out during my research days focussed on wholeclass singing and the possible impact it has on pupil involvement and engagement. Whilst all members of the class sat on the mat for the singing activity, I focused my observation on four children. The activity took around approximately twenty minutes and I observed the levels of engagement at the start, middle and towards the end of the activity. The first song involved counting up to ten in Chinese. After this, several Welsh songs played. Many of the children in the class sang and danced along. I observed the levels of engagement every six to seven minutes of the four pupils. From this observation i learnt that the pupils had mixed levels of engagement, with two of the pupils showing low participation and the other two pupils showing considerably high levels of involvement. I learnt that there are many potential signs of involvement and signs of distraction. In addition, I also found it to be slightly challenging to place the children on just one level of involvement. 

1. What were the challenges and opportunities of being a non-participant observer in the classroom?                                                                                                                                                  In my experience, one opportunity of being a non participant observer is that it provided a different perspective. For example, if i were involved in the activity such as guiding the children or leading the task, I may have missed potential signs of different levels of engagement or changes in behaviour, possibly mkaing data less reliable. On the other hand, one challenge of being a non-participant is that I did not know how the chidlren were feeling about the activity. One challenge of being a non participant was that for some of the activities that went on during the two research days I was asked to be involved and help guide the learners, therefore  I could not observe these activities as I was not a non-participant. 
1. In your experience, what were the benefits and limitations of the Leuven Scale as a research tool?                                                                                                                                           In my experience, there are are various benefits and limitations of using the Leuven Scale. It is important that a learning environment engages learners and based off of my experience, observation can help teachers to identify what activities engage learners and which possibly don’t. Using information from observations can help teachers to think about what works well and what could be improved. However, from my experience, one challenge of the Leuven scale is that it can be difficult to place the learners on one individual level. During my observations, i found that the chidlren often showed signs of various levels of involvement. Also, from my experience, another possible benefit is that it can allow teachers to identify possible distractions within the learning environement that may be impacting learning. By identifying potential distractions, teachers can think about possible ways to minimise these distractions to help improve the level of engagement and involevement  and the pupils‘ learning. 
1. What were the main points of learning for you in terms of being a researcher in the classroom?                                                                                                                                                                                       
My main point of learning was how observation can benefit practitioners and how different approaches to learning can affect involvement. I learnt a method of observing in a foundation phase classroom which will be useful in my future professional practice. I learnt that whilst all children may be in the same age category or year group, their level of involvement for different tasks and behaviour is mixed and different to one another. I learnt a method of observing whilst also ensuring I remained ethical following guidlines. 

1. What would you do differently if you were to conduct this research again?  Why?
If I were to conduct this research and observation again I would take pictures of the learning environment, with permission to take photos however ensuring that the children can not be seen within the photos to ensure my research is ethical. I would take pictures of displays and different areas of the elanring environment such as small world area or reading areas. I would also aim to improve my organisation of my planning, especially regarding creating my research question as i found difficulty choosing between two topics. 
1. Discuss any other methods of research you could use in the classroom to improve your practice.  What are the positives and negatives?
One method of research I could use in the classroom to improve my practice is personal reflection.  In future practice I can use reflection of previous experiences or lesson to identify what did and did not go well to better meet the needs of individuals and create a more effective learning environment. However, it may be difficult to remember exactly what happened during past experiences. I could also use surveys and questionnaires that I could distribute to pupils and their families. This could allow me to collect useful information from parents for example, information on which learning methods the parents have found to work well with their children or what hobbies they have. I could use this information for planning lessons that will engage the children.
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