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Rationale 
The Scottish Government National Attainment Challenge is a matter of priority in increasing the 

level of numeracy, literacy and health and wellbeing across Scotland’s young people. Evidence 

suggests that implementing a growth mindset can help learners become more engaged in their 

studies and therefore assists in closing the poverty related attainment gap. Therefore, it is a 

fundamental aspect of teaching in Scotland to encourage learners to think positively about their 

learning. Carol Dweck’s theory that the mindset of a pupil is ‘directly linked with how well they 

perform’ (Dweck, 2007) is a main focus of this classroom based Practitioner Enquiry. In order to 

understand how best to improve the mindset of a learner, it is imperative to identify what sort of 

praise will contribute most. Dweck believes that ‘no matter what your ability is, effort is what 

ignites that ability and turns it into accomplishment.’ 

 

Aims 
The aims of this enquiry were to: 

- Evaluate the introduction of positive reinforcement to learners and discover any impact on their 

self-esteem. 

- Identify whether the impact changes through learners’ progression from S.1 to S.3. 

 

Methodology 
This investigation took place over a four-week period and involved several Broad General 

Education classes with pupils ranging in ages from 11-13. All classes that took part in the enquiry 

contributed during practical activities and in smaller, more manageable groups of around 5-6 pupils 

at a time (depending on class sizes and absences). This resulted in enhanced individual engagement 

with the enquiry. 

 

Four specific measuring criteria were involved in order to achieve as wide a scope as possible 

within such a small scale enquiry. The four methodologies included: 

 

1- Questionnaire 

2- Observations of behaviour  

3- Recorded evidence of changes  

4- Professional dialogue with teachers of S.1 and S.3 classes 

 

At the beginning of the enquiry only S.1 pupils were involved. These learners were asked several 

questions about praise for effort in the form of a questionnaire. Three of the questions asked for a 

one word answer to receive quantitative data whilst a fourth question asked for a short sentence or 

description to receive qualitative data. Pupils were given as long as they needed to complete this 

questionnaire with response times ranging from under 1 minute to just under 5 minutes.  The 

questions given were as follows: 

 

1 How do you feel when you are praised for your effort by a teacher? 

2 How do you feel when you are praised for an achievement by a teacher?  

3 What do you think has a bigger impact on your self-esteem: being praised for your effort or 

being praised for an achievement?  

4 What is the most memorable comment that a teacher has ever given you that has increased 

your confidence? 



 

 

 

Starting with two separate S.1 classes, learners were asked to submit a small evaluation focussing 

on positive praise that they had received in their first 6 months of their High School education. 

Pupils were asked whether they considered being praised for their effort or for an achievement was 

more important.  

 

Thirty S.1 learners took place in this initial questionnaire. Interestingly, pupils who spent longer on 

the questionnaire were more likely to conclude that being praised for effort rather than achievement 

was of greater benefit to their self-esteem.  

 

In order to achieve the second aim of this enquiry, the same questionnaire was given to S.3 classes 

to assess whether the benefits of praising for effort changed with different key stages of a young 

learner’s education. 

 

Findings 
The first two questions which focused on how pupils felt when they were praised gathered a variety 

of responses with some pupils stating that being praised for their effort made them feel “good”, 

“confident” and “happy”. Some responses were similar when pupils were asked how they felt when 

being praised for an achievement also made them feel “happy” but also “proud”. 

 

The evidence gathered from Question 3 [fig.1] indicated that learners felt that being praised for their 

effort (75%) had a bigger impact on their self-esteem than being praised for their achievement 

(20%) with 5% of those who answered being unsure.  

 

Qualitative data gathered through responses to Question 4 [fig.2] was analysed and presented in two 

categories. The first category being responses that related to praise; the second category being 

responses related to achievement.  

 

Unsurprisingly, when students were given the opportunity to provide a memorable comment given 

to them by a teacher their responses were mostly related to effort (85%) with a much smaller 

amount being related to achievement (15%). 
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      fig.1 S.1 Response to Question 3:  
What do you think has a bigger impact on your self-

esteem: being praised for your effort or being praised 

for an achievement?  

           fig.2 S.1 Response to Question 4: 
What is the most memorable comment that a teacher has 

ever given you that has increased your confidence? 



 

 

With S.3 classes, there was an obvious difference noticed within responses to all four question 

when compared to the responses of S.1 classes. 

 

Interestingly it appeared that S.3 learners were much more likely to respond that being praised for 

their achievement (60%) had a larger impact on their self-esteem than being praised for their effort 

(40%)  [fig.3]; this was a 35% decrease in comparison to S.1 response.  What was even more 

interesting however was when S.3 learners were asked about their most memorable comment that a 

teacher had ever given them [fig.4] it was evident that comments related to effort were a greater 

increase to their confidence than comments related to achievement. 

 

 

Conclusion  

Praising learners for their effort contributed to increasing their self-esteem more so than being 

praised for an achievement. Although this was evident in S.1 and S.3 learners, there was a 

significant decrease from the former to the latter (from 75% to 40% by the time learners had 

reached S.3 level). This could potentially be a result of the increased focus on exams that pupils are 

accustomed to by the time they reach their third year. As awareness of results increases, the 

importance of praise for effort declines. In order to create a more successful study it would benefit 

to include S.2 classes and at a wider scale. 
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        fig.3 S.3 Response to Question 3: 
What do you think has a bigger impact on your self-

esteem: being praised for your effort or being praised 

for an achievement?  

             fig.4 S.3 Response to Question 4: 
What is the most memorable comment that a teacher has 

ever given you that has increased your confidence? 
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fig.5     S.1 and S.3 Comparison. Response to Question 3:  



 

 

 

Implications for Future Practice  
As is evidenced, positive praise for effort is something that benefits a learner’s self-esteem. In 

particular, learners who are at the first key stage of High School education engage with praise for 

effort. Therefore this is something that I shall foster within my own teaching practice to ensure that 

learners grow in confidence. 
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