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Rationale 

There has been a lot of recent discussion about the notion of growth mindset, underpinned by 
psychological, neuroscience and educational research and this practitioner enquiry embeds 
this research to focus on the aspect of praise and the effect this has on effort in the classroom. 

Dweck (2007) proclaims that; “commending students for the processes they use … fosters 
motivation, increased effort, willingness to take on new challenges, greater self-confidence, 
and a higher level of success” however, on the other hand McLean (2003) through his work 
with Scottish teachers and schools challenges the ‘woolly thinking’ on issues such as self-
esteem and motivation to learn, highlighting that the actual impact of praise for effort in the 
classroom is not quite as clear-cut. 

With North Lanarkshire’s overarching strategy of ‘Raising Achievement for All’ (Scottish 
Government, 2014) to ensure that all young people leave education feeling motivated and 
determined to succeed, this is an enquiry issue that is inextricably bound to closing the 
attainment gap.  

 

Aims 

This is a small-scale enquiry where I aim to determine the impact of issuing praise during 
maths lessons to the effort observed in a group of 30 pupils of primary 6. It is worth noting 
that this research does not intend to measure correct answers or responses but will instead 
focus on pupil’s motivation to complete the activities and the effort they put into the tasks.  

 

Methodology 

The enquiry was conducted during maths lessons over a four-week period with a primary 6 
class.  Data was collected from the following sources: 

• Marking of Pupils Jotters (Routinely occurring). 
• Observation of activities recorded in a diary (Routinely occurring). 
• Informal pupil discussions (Routinely occurring). 
• Pupil questionnaire and the beginning and end of the enquiry (Specially undertaken). 

A discussion about praise and its impact was carried out with the class at the beginning of the 
enquiry period and children were then asked to complete a questionnaire detailing how they 
felt when praised in class (Appendix A). All the pupils were treated in the same manner 
during the intervention period, however, to aid measuring results 5 pupils were randomly 
selected as a focus group and diarised record kept of the number of praise statements, written 
and verbal, that were issued during the intervention period. 

Maths lessons were held 4 times per week, over the 4-week intervention period to provide 
sufficient data to analyse and maths was selected as a specific subject area, in order to 
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provide a more structured approach to the learning in the hope that this would aid the 
consistency of results. 

At the end of each lesson, pupils were asked to self-assess their effort level in their jotter, 
focusing on how motivated they were to learn and how hard they tried as opposed to how 
many answers they gave correctly. The pupils were encouraged to review their previous 
assessment at the beginning of each new lesson, this allowed a review of these assessments to 
take place when routinely marking jotters and a comparison to be made against the number of 
praise statements that had been issued during the lesson.  

The same pupil questionnaire was reissued at the end of the intervention period and pupils 
were once again asked to comment on how praise made them feel, this was added to through 
regular informal discussions that took place with the pupils on their thoughts on praise and 
through routinely observing the effort being applied by pupils during the maths lesson.   

 

Findings 

Observations made during the intervention period found that pupils were not aware of what 
‘praise’ was and therefore it was not a conscious aspect that they were looking out for to 
decide if they would apply effort. 

Nevertheless, the results of the questionnaire initially indicated that 57% of the class felt they 
worked harder when they were praised, this increased by a further 9% after the intervention 
period when children were more aware of praise and how it was being used in the classroom, 
as shown in the comparison of the questionnaires in figure 1 below: 

Figure 1:  
Do you think you work harder when you receive praise from the teacher? 

 
Yes	 No	

Start	 57%	 43%	
				End		 66%	 34%	

	
9%	

	 

Similarly, the questionnaire raised that 73% of children felt that being praised by the teacher 
made them feel ‘proud’ or ‘very good’, with only slight number commenting that it made 
them embarrassed if it was completed publicly, as shown in figure 2 below: 

Figure 2: 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The findings from the questionnaire correlated to the observations that had been completed in 
class and the results of the jotters marked. In the five pupils who had been chosen as a focus, 
it was found that when praise was applied regularly their work was completed to a higher 
standard, in terms of presentation and the quantity of maths questions answered and that they 
had fewer interruptions to teaching time. This was reflected in their own self-assessment 
comments of their learning and in the diarised entries for the period, as shown in figure 3 
below.   

 

Figure 3:  Focus Group diarised entries by the teacher.  

 Week 2 – Diarised Entries Week 4 -  Diarised Entries 
Pupil 

A 
Asked to go to the toilet during lesson 
Only completed 10 of the 20 maths 
questions. 

Completed 15 of the 20 maths questions. 
Assessed their own effort as ‘good’. 

Pupil 
B 

Only completed 12 of the 20 maths 
questions. 
Spoke to pupil about talking during  
the lesson. 

Completed 20 of the 20 maths questions. 
Improvement observed in their attitude to 
learning. 

Pupil 
C 

Absent Completed 18 of the 20 maths questions. 
Asked if they could show Head Teacher the 
work they had completed. 

Pupil 
D 

Continually interrupting lesson by 
shouting out. 
Completed 8 of the 20 maths questions. 

Completed 15 of the 20 maths questions. 
Only minor interruptions occurred. 

Pupil 
E 

Completed all the questions given. Completed all the questions given.  

 

Finally, during my informal discussions with children outside of the maths intervention 
period about praise and effort some interesting comments were raised (figure 4); which led 
me to reflect on how a teacher ensures that a balance of praise is given which does not 
diminish the impact praise can have. 

Figure 4: Pupil informal comments  

“You wouldn’t want to be praised all of the 
time, only if you were doing something 
good” Pupil A  

“It’s ok, but some kids may find it 
embarrassing. I think that it depends on the 
kid” Pupil Y  

“I think praise is a good thing in the 
classroom, it creates a positive 
environment” Pupil G  
 
 

“It’s like dojo points, if you were getting 
them all the time you would stop trying to 
get more cause you would know you were 
getting them anyway” Pupil V 

 

Conclusions 
 
Although the enquiry highlighted that there was a positive change in attitude towards learning 
and therefore overall effort when praise was applied, it was on a very small scale over a 
small-time period and therefore the results cannot be taken as absolute. 



To fully substantiate the enquiry, it would need to be completed over a far longer timescale 
with more pupils to compare, yet as a starting point this enquiry highlights that it certainly 
does not do any harm to the effort of pupils and therefore would still be worthwhile 
continuing in the classroom, despite not having concrete evidence that it increases effort. 

 

Implications for Future Practice 

With all of this in mind, I believe that for my future practice I will continue to praise pupils 
for effort as opposed to achievement and as a reflective practitioner, I will measure the results 
across future classes. 

I believe that praise can intrinsically motivate pupils to achieve and provides them with a 
‘can do’ attitude, however, I am also conscious that there is a fine balance required to ensure 
that the praise is meaningful and not so overly used that it simply becomes ‘background 
noise’. Therefore, I will continue to professionally read the continued research in this area 
and strive to develop my professional practice to create a positive impact on my future 
classrooms. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A - Pupil Questionnaire 

 

	

	

						Date	____________________	 	 	 	 Pupil	Questionnaire		

	

1) How	do	you	feel	when	you	are	praised	by	the	teacher?	

Embarrassed	 	 	 Good	 	 	 Very	Good	 	 	 Proud	

	

2) What	do	you	think	about	the	use	of	praise	in	the	classroom?	
	
	

	

3) Do	you	think	you	work	harder	when	you	receive	praise	from	the	teacher?	

	

Yes	 	 	 	 No	

	 	

4) Do	you	feel	more	motivated	to	complete	your	work	when	you	receive	public	praise	from	the	
teacher?	

Yes	 	 	 	 No	

	

5) Do	you	think	that	when	you	receive	praise	you	are	motivated	to	apply	more	effort?		
	

Yes	 	 	 	 No	

	

6) Any	other	comments	regarding	the	impact	of	receiving	praise	has	on	your	effort	level	in	the	
classroom?	
	
	

	

	

	

	

Thank	you	for	taking	part	in	this	questionnaire.	

	
 


