	
	
	



A critical analysis and evaluation of the observation research tool, ‘Leuven Scale’.
	Targets
	Target 1 

	
	Continue to synthesize research into your writing to aid the support of your key points.



Does mixed ability grouping enhance reception pupils' involvement in a task?

Introduction (200)
This research along with my observation schedule using the Leuven scale of involvement, intends to identify if mixed ability grouping enhances reception pupils' involvement in a task. Three pupils will be observed in their indoor learning environment within school, every 4 minutes over a 15-minute time frame. The observation will identify whether children's learning is enhanced whilst working within a mixed ability group. 
I wanted to ensure the children were at different educational levels so I could compare my observations to research, so I asked the teacher to advise me on those children. Based on this, I selected three children that I would observe whilst working with the teacher. The activity involved drawing pictures of animals they would find in a cold climate and trying to label those animals. This provided me with an understanding of how much the children's abilities varied and provided me with an insight as to how involved the children were with the activity. 
The learning environment within foundation learning is vital to supporting effective learning (Welsh Government, 2023). It should be inclusive, encourage independence and responsibility, provide authentic learning experiences, promote the use of applying, using and improving skills, and be a safe and secure place for all learners (Welsh Government, 2023). Also, teachers should understand the 12 pedagogical principles and how to effectively apply these to enhance the learning environment. 




Literature review (500)
The role of early years education is to provide children with high quality learning experiences. This is important as the attainment gap becomes evident between peers by the age of 5 years old, therefore supporting children's learning within early education is crucial. (Education Endowment Foundation, 2023). 
Foundation learning pedagogy refers to ‘the interactive process between teacher and learner and to the learning environment” (Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2002, cited in Department for Education, 2015, p. 4). How children learn and how learning is facilitated for them individually relates to quality pedagogical interactions between teachers and learners, as well as learners and their peers. (Department for Education, 2015). The learning environment should provide a variety of experiences and opportunities to play as this largely contribute to children's progress (Department for Education, 2015), therefore the learning environment should be ‘safe, secure, attractive, and a constant source of stimulation’ (Welsh Government, 2008).  Piaget’s research supports this as he also highlighted the importance of children actively interacting with their learning environment (Welsh Government, 2008). During my observation day, it was evident to see that the learning environment promoted independence and provided authentic learning experiences, as it offered both indoor and outdoor provisions appropriate for all abilities and was a safe and secure environment. 
It is often seen in education that learners are grouped by ability (Welsh Government, 2023), although research suggests that this does not necessarily benefit students’ overall outcomes. (Taylor et al, 2017, cited in Guy and Kitto, 2018, p. 1). Taylor (et al. 2017, cited in Welsh Government, 2024, p. 8) suggests that ability grouping is often used to push the higher attaining pupils whilst providing more focused support for children who are lower attaining. Pedagogical experiences can be limited, particularly for lower attaining pupils as grouping them together can be seen as limiting their experiences and exposure to opportunities for successful participation in school (Guy and Kitto, 2018, p. 1).  Boaler (2005, cited in Guy and Kitto, 2018, p 2) would agree as he states that ability grouping can “break ambition”, which could restrict children from reaching their full potential.  Boaler and William (2201, cited in society in research for child development, 2021) research suggests that ability grouping is beneficial for high attaining learners, however middle and low attaining learners achieve significantly less academic improvement (Parsons & Hallam, 2014, cited in society in research for child development, 2011). 
Unlike ability groups, mixed ability groups are believed to benefit all students, particularly lower achieving (Mohammed, n.d.). Wegner (1998, cited in Guy and Kitto, 2018, p. 2) emphasized that a learner's identity emerges through social interaction and is continually negotiated within participation in different practices. Vygotsky's social constructivist theory also supports mixed ability grouping. His theory on the zone of proximal development (ZPD) refers to what the learner can currently do without assistance, and what they can do with the guidance of a more knowledgeable other, which could be a peer within a mixed group (Simple Psychology, 2024). Not only does this help the child withing the ZPD, but it also helps the child who guided and taught them that information as research has shown that teaching others can assist with your ability to learn (Shatz, 2019). 

Methodology (approx. 300 words):
For my observation I observed a mixed ability group of six children within a reception class. The task was literacy based and required them to label the animals they had drawn. For the observation I intended to discover if mixed ability grouping enhanced all learner's involvement. Using the Leuven scale, I created an observation schedule and observed three children on their levels on involvement, shown in Appendix 1. My research was a non-participant observation which meant I was not involved in the activity, the participants were aware they are being observed (Encyclopedia.com, 2024). 
The Leuven scale is a tool used to measure the involvement of children within early years settings, therefore it was appropriate to use for my observation. It is a five-point scale used by researchers to observe participants' level of involvement which scores them out of five based on observations made (Laevers, n.d.) with 1 being extremely low and 5 being extremely high. Use of the Leuven scale can enable teachers to identify disengaged students and their personal needs, from that the teacher can make necessary changes, using the 12 pedagogical principles, to provide an inclusive learning environment for those learners (Structural Learning, 2021). 
It is believed that if learners' level of involvement scores below a 4 their learning will be limited (Lewis, 2011), however, naturally through an activity the levels of involvement will fluctuate for numerous reasons, therefore it is unrealistic to expect children's involvement levels to be on the higher end of the scale all the time (Lewis, 2011). Leavers (2003) research does however indicate that there are higher levels of involvement when the children can choose their activities, therefore lower levels of involvement could indicate that the child does not have a particular interest in that activity. 

Discussion and findings (approx. 600 words):
Ethics relates to considering an individual's morals whilst working with them (Gregory, 2003, cited in Ramrathen, 2017, p. 432). The British Educational Research Association (BERA)

guidelines outline that educational research should be performed within an ethic of respect (BERA, 2018), and that researchers must be vigilant in ensuring that individuals are treated with fairness, dignity and respect, equality, and are free from prejudice and discrimination. It is crucial that researchers consider ethicality when researching amongst younger children and develop ways to obtain information from research whilst ensuring the child's rights are safeguarded (Mason, 2004).  In relation to working with young children, the BERA guidelines support the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the importance of placing the best interest of the child at the center of what they do.
Researchers are responsible for upholding privacy and data storage for participants and must comply with the Data protection Act, which outlines how personal data is used (GOV.UK, 2018). As well as this, researchers have a duty of care for participants so they must be protected from harm arising during the research, therefore steps should be taken to minimize the chance of this and to create a safe environment (BERA, 2018). 
Blackburn (2015) describes the challenges that come with gaining a child's consent for research often includes issues such as their age, their level of understanding, and their cognitive and linguistic ability to give consent. Therefore, I gained assent off the children for this observation, this is a term used to describe a child's agreement to participate in an activity (Law District, n.d) For assent to be viable the children needed to have an understanding on what the research entailed, and if they still show willingness to participate that is their assent. 
In line with the role that ethics plays in research, I explained what would happen during the observation and gained assent from the participants before starting the observation. I considered data protection when gathering my data by naming the children X, Y, and Z, and did not disclose the name of the school. 
Throughout the observation schedule pupil X showed the most consistent levels of involvement at both level 3 and 4. Pupil X was sat by their friends, so I believe this was a contributing factor in their levels of involvement increasing and decreasing. Pupil X is a middle attaining there is often difficulty providing work for these learners as they are occasionally under or over-challenged depending on the gap between the highest and lowest attaining learners in the class (edcentraluk, 2018). This could explain why pupil X did not show continuous involvement throughout the task as they may have found the work simple, by ocassionally showing little involvement and concentration. 
At the start of the activity, pupil Y showed continuous activity with intense involvement. Once pupil Y had drawn the pictures of the animals, they needed to write the first letter of the animals' names. This is when their involvement levels decreased as they became distracted and seemed overwhelmed by the thought of writing. However, their involvement improved when the teacher supported them by providing them with a sheet of letters. Using this, pupil Y identified the letter they were looking for and tried to form it. I could see from the observation that pupil Y was a lower attaining learner, evidence relating to these learners suggests that when placed in ability groups, they fall behind approximately ‘one or two months per year’ in comparison to low attaining children in mixed ability groups (The Education Endownment Foundation, cited in edcentraluk, 2018). Furthermore, involvement levels shown by pupil Y displayed the benefits of mixed ability grouping as their initial involvement levels show they were at level 4, which could be as they were influenced by their peers to do the activity.
Pupil Z showed the highest level of involvement starting the activity and was able to maintain that level of involvement throughout most of the task. Although pupil Z showed the overall highest levels of involvement, the observation does also show that they had the biggest decrease of involvement. Pupil Z wrote the animal's full name independently and completed the work before their peers, resulting in them becoming distracted. Research suggests that ability grouping can be valuable for higher attaining children as they can work alongside similar children (The Education Endowment Foundation, cited in edcentraluk, 2018). This may indicate that pupil Z may benefit more from ability grouping.
Conclusion and recommendations (approx. 400 words):
I felt the use of the Leuven scale may have been a limitation for this observation as it was based off a one-off observation which does not gather enough evidence to base childrens levels of involvement off, as they are constantly changing for numerous reasons such as their interest in the activity and the learning environment. The Leuven scale could provide inaccurate results as the levels of involvement given are based off the researchers opinion, however this could also be a strength as if it is used by the class teacher it can provide them with an understanding of reasons a child may be less involved and create relevant targets for learners in relation to their findings. Leavers and Heylen (2003) highlight the importance of this as they believe that involvement only occurs when a person is in the zone of proximal development. (Laevers and Heylen, 2003). Overall, I found the Leuven scale a simplistic method of observation, therefore making it manageable to observe three pupils at the same time.
Although research suggests that higher attaining children are less likely to benefit from mixed ability groups, I believe that they develop holistically when placed in these groups, which is an intention set out within Foundation Phase Framework (2015). In reflection of this observation, I believe that mixed ability grouping does enhance reception pupils' involvement and can contribute to improving children's overall development. The importance of the learning environment was highlighted throughout from the observation as the continuous provision provided for the other groups had to be interesting and challenging, so those learners were able to work independently while the teacher worked with their group. 
Although mixed ability grouping is useful, I would recommend the use of ability grouping for some lessons. For example, in my placement school the class is of mixed ability for all lessons besides reading and phonics and I think this works well and is something I would consider doing in my future teaching practice. 


Appendix 1
Observation Schedule
Student Level of Involvement – Using the Leuven Scale

Focus Question: Does mixed ability grouping enhance reception pupils' involvement in a task?
Name of observer: Zoe Clout                                                                 Time: 10:15
Date: 8/2/24                                                                                              Year Group: Reception


Lesson Context: Children draw Hunter in his melting habitat, using different shapes to draw other animals found in that habitat. Learners should then try to write the name on the animal they have drawn
Lesson: Cross-curricular of Numeracy and Literacy
Success Criteria: Observe involvement in the task using the Leuven Scale of involvement
Number of pupils: 3

Time Scale: 15 minutes overall activity, with observations being done every 4 minutes.
1. Extremely Low - Activity is simple, and the pupil seems absent 
2. Low - Minimal activity shown, the pupil is often distracted by their surroundings
3. Moderate – Mainly continuous activity with little involvement and concentration
4. High – Continuous activity with intense moments of involvement 
5. Extremely High- Continuous, intense involvement persistent throughput the observation

	Pupils
	3 Minutes
	6 Minutes
	9 Minutes
	12 Minutes
	15 Minutes

	Pupil X
	       3
	      4
	       3
	        4 
	       4

	Pupil Y
	      4
	      4
	       2
	        2
	       4

	Pupil Z
	      5
	      5
	      5
	        5
	      2





Additional Comments
Pupil X 
· Took a while to settle down and begin the task
· Was able to sound out and attempt to form the first letter of each animal they had       drawn
· Some letters formed correctly

Pupil Y 
· Completes drawing animals
· Involvement decreased when it came to writing the first letter of the name of the animal
· Involvement improved when the teacher supported them with forming letters

Pupil Z 
· Intense involvement 
· Finished task after 12th minute so involvement decreased and became distracted 
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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? 
For one observation I carried out I observed the children over a 25 minute period but learnt that this was toovlong as the children became disengaged over such a long period of time. I felt my observation would be more accurate over a shorter period of time, therefore I changed my observation schedule to 15 minutes.

2. 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 learners act more naturally, therefore the research should be more accurate. However, in some cases participants may change their behaviour as they are aware they are being observed. Another dchallenge was that there was a lack of validity as I was unable to ask an individual the reason for them doing something.  

3. In your experience, what were the benefits and limitations of the Leuven Scale as a research tool?
From my obsrvation I found the Leuven Scale beneficial as it was simple to use and is based on meaningful observations. A limitation I found whilst using the Leuvan scale is that it does not acoount for children with additional learning needs. 
 
4. What were the main points of learning for you in terms of being a researcher in the classroom? 
For me, being a researcher in the classroom taught me the best way to design and undertake an observation schedule and observation and the best way to approach the obervstion as a non-particpant by situating myself in an areas I can observe but not be involved. 
 
5. What would you do differently if you were to conduct this research again?  Why?
If I was to conduct this researh again I would take a note of how each child I was observing appeared to be before the observation. I would do this as I think this might impact the levels on involvement throughout the task. 
 
 
6. Discuss any other methods of research you could use in the classroom to improve your practice.  What are the positives and negatives?
I could use action research within the classroom to improve practice. Action research is a process involving action, evaluation, and reflection, and is used to gather evidence to implement change in practices. A positive of action research is that it is highly adaptable and time efficient. A negative of action rrsearch is that data collection, analysis and interperatation could be bias as the researchers themselves are interested parties in the research process.  


	
	
	



