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Rationale 

Boaler (2016) states that “there is no such thing as a Math brain or Math gene” yet if you 
walk into any classroom in the country you are guaranteed to find a pupil who will say that 
they “can’t do Maths” or that they’ve “never been good at Maths”. This kind of fixed mindset 
is developed at an early age and stems from the stigma surrounding the subject. Dweck 
(2014) believes that by praising children’s effort, strategies, focus and perseverance, their 
motivation, effort and willingness to take part in lessons will increase. 

 

Aims 

The purpose of this enquiry was to investigate the effect of positive reinforcement in the 
classroom, in particular, what impact it has on pupil self esteem and participation in 
classroom discussion. 

 

Methodology 

Responsive Classroom (2014) states that language is “one of the most powerful tools 
available to teachers” and offer advice on the best ways to utilize this power. The enquiry 
was carried out over a four week period with an S1 class containing 25 pupils and focussed 
on the specific language used when offering positive feedback and praise in the classroom. 
Before the enquiry took place, pupils were asked to complete a survey consisting of two 
sections (appendix 1). The first section posed four statements surrounding the teacher and the 
feedback the pupils receive in the classroom: 

1. My teacher is always positive 
2. The feedback I receive on my work is positive 
3. The feedback I receive on my effort is positive 
4. The feedback I receive on my behaviour is positive. 

Pupils were then asked whether they strongly agreed, agreed, were mutual, disagreed or 
strongly disagreed with the statements. The second section focussed on individual pupil 
confidence and willingness to participate in classroom discussion: 

1. I feel confident in my ability in Maths 
2. I feel confident to answer out in class. 

At the end of each section pupils were given the opportunity to expand on and give reason for 
their response. 



For this enquiry, the “3 Rs” were implemented into classroom dialogue – reinforcing, 
reminding and redirecting language. Instead of using short, sharp positive statements such as 
“well done” or “excellent”, feedback became more concrete and specific with statements 
such as “you noticed that you were given the diameter instead of the radius in this problem”. 
This identified specific areas in which pupils were performing well in and therefore knew 
what to continue to build on. As well as praising pupils for their quality of work, it was 
essential that pupils were also praised for their effort and their behaviour in the same way. 
McClean, stated that “it is not possible for all students to be the best, encouraging students to 
concentrate on achieving their personal best will be important for student self-esteem”. By 
praising pupils for their success, it places emphasis on their positive efforts and attitude and 
focuses on their strengths rather than what they needed to improve on. 

Throughout the enquiry, evidence was gathered through observations of participant activity 
during individual work, group work and whole class discussions, questioning in the 
classroom, feedback from pupils and the use of exit passes (appendix 2). 

Finally, at the end of the four weeks, pupils were asked to complete the same survey as 
before in order to determine the effect of positive reinforcement when it is implemented in 
this way. 

 

Findings 

The initial questionnaire results suggested that 88% of the class agreed or strongly agreed that 
the teacher was always positive; 80% agreed or strongly agreed that the feedback they receive 
on their work and their effort was positive; and 76% agreed or strongly agreed that the 
feedback they receive on their behaviour was positive. Despite this, pupil confidence was 
remarkably low. Less than half of the class agreed that they felt confident in their own ability 
in Maths and less than a third felt confident to answer out. A common theme occurred with 
pupils commenting statements such as: 

“I’m really bad at Maths” 

“I don’t feel confident about Maths because I am not good at it” 

“I don’t answer out in class because I would be embarrassed if I got the wrong answer” 

“I’m afraid to get it wrong and get laughed at”.  

From the comments it was evident that, despite believing that they were receiving positive 
feedback, many pupils in the class still had a fixed mindset about their ability in Maths and 
they were convinced that they would offer a wrong answer before they even knew the 
question. 

When the questionnaire was returned at the end of the four weeks, it presented similar results 
in section one as before however showed a slight improvement in section two. By the end of 
the enquiry, the number of pupils who felt confident to answer out in class had risen from 



32% to 48%. However, comments included statements such as “I don’t mind answering out 
when I know I’m right” which suggests that these changes could be related to curriculum 
confidence rather than growing self esteem. 

Throughout the enquiry, questioning and classroom discussion was used to determine the 
impact positive language had on pupil participation. Throughout the first couple of weeks the 
numbers remained steady however, towards the end of week three and into week four, a 
number of pupils who were normally hesitant were increasingly willing to take part. It 
became evident that a number of pupils were becoming more and more confident in offering 
answers knowing that they would receive a positive and meaningful response.  

 

Conclusions 

The outcome of this enquiry suggests that positive reinforcement raises class participation 
and pupil self esteem. It is not enough to be positive alone, but in order to support children’s 
learning and development; the positive language used in the classroom must be specific, 
concrete and consistent. Despite the evidence, this investigation was carried out on a very 
small time frame and therefore it is difficult to determine whether the results are reliable. This 
enquiry would benefit from being carried out over a longer period of time and in more depth. 

 

Implications for Future Practice 

Positive reinforcement is an effective way to promote pupil engagement and develop self 
esteem if it is executed correctly. This is an area in which I would like to carry out more 
research in order to familiarise myself with the many other advantages such as behaviour 
management. 
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Appendix 1 Questionnaire 

 

Name	________________________	 Class	_____	

	

1	–	Strongly	disagree,	2	–	disagree,	3	–	Mutual,	4	–	Agree,	5	–	Strongly	agree	

	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	
My	teacher	is	always	positive	in	class	 	 	 	 	 	

The	feedback	I	receive	on	my	work	is	positive	 	 	 	 	 	

The	feedback	I	receive	on	my	effort	is	positive	 	 	 	 	 	

The	feedback	I	receive	on	my	behaviour	is	positive	 	 	 	 	 	

	

Comment:	

	

	

1	–	Strongly	disagree,	2	–	disagree,	3	–	Mutual,	4	–	Agree,	5	–	Strongly	agree	

	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	
I	feel	confident	in	my	ability	in	Maths	 	 	 	 	 	

I	feel	confident	to	answer	out	in	class	 	 	 	 	 	

	

Comment:	

 

 

 



 

Appendix 2 Exit Passes 

 

Today	my	teacher…	 	 	 	

	

	

	

This	made	me…	 	 	 	 	

	

	

	

	
 


