
 

 
What happens when peer praise is introduced in the classroom? 
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Rationale 

It is evident in educational literature that engagement in school can be categorised into three 
terms; ‘Behavioural’, ‘Emotional and ‘Cognitive’. Focussing on the emotional aspect, it is 
noted in the work of (Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris 2004: 60) “Emotional engagement 
encompasses positive and negative reactions to teachers, classmates, academics, and school 
and is presumed to create ties to an institution and influence willingness to do the work”. 
Therefore, encouraging a positive relationship between peers can be a factor in effort made 
and success in a pupil’s learning. Part of learning is accepting mistakes will be made. It is 
these mistakes which shape or understanding and development (Growth Mindset: 2015). If 
pupils are afraid of making mistakes, they can miss opportunities to be praised for their 
efforts in their learning. These opportunities may give the pupils the confidence to try new 
creative approaches, if they are solely concerned with reaching the correct final answer, 
rather than considering the journey they have taken to reach their conclusion (Tugend: 2012). 

To fulfil the GTCS standard 1.4.2 (GTCS: 2012) an enquiry was carried out introducing peer 
praise into a classroom.  

Aims 

The aim of the study was to investigate if regular use of peer praise would influence pupil’s 
effort. Within my classroom, some pupils require an increased level of encouragement to feel 
confident in their learning. While I provide praise for effort, I questioned if training the class 
to spot effort and provide positive comments would encourage those less confident to try 
tasks which they would normally be hesitant to attempt. I also questioned if this would 
support an individual who can struggle to integrate socially with others; as they would be 
actively encouraged to observe others and in turn be observed and commented on in a 
positive way. 

Methodology 

The enquiry was undertaken using a sample of fifteen primary one pupils over a period of 
four weeks. Data was gathered during Literacy lessons and circle time sessions. A display 
board was created with a hot air balloon image for each child. Each pupil was given a peg 
after each literacy lesson and was given the opportunity; if desired, to place their peg on the 
balloon belonging to their peer who they thought had made a considerable effort in their 
learning during the lesson (See Appendix 1). Before the first opportunity to provide praise, 
the class were asked how they felt when they did receive praise from their teacher and how it 
affected their learning.  

As listening and talking are focus areas within Curriculum for Excellence’s Literacy 
Experiences and Outcomes (Curriculum for Excellence 2017: 3), this research did not require 
ethical approval. The discussions following the peg activity were undertaken during a circle 
time format and pupils were involved as much as they desired. Discussions were recorded in 



note taking form. All pupils chose a pupil to receive a peg daily, but not all provided regular 
verbal justification. 

Findings 

During the initial discussion questioning “what is effort?”, many pupils described what they 
believed to illustrate this. One pupil stated; “when I try really hard and my work is really 
good.” Many pupils agreed with this. Another said, “when I get a busy head I know I am 
making really good effort”. Within this conversation it was evident that the majority of pupils 
already associate effort with completing tasks; and therefore, time was required to be spent 
on discussing what effort means and displaying what it looks like. 

When the ‘Praise Pegs’ were introduced, I modelled giving my peg to a pupil and explained 
my reason for my choosing. I used statements such as “I know this person wanted to present 
their sentences better and I can see they have tried hard to remember finger spaces”. While 
many pupils also agreed with my choice of pupil, when allowed to select their own pupil to 
praise, nine out of the fifteen children (60%) picked their friends. When asked for a 
justification for their selection they stated it was because they are best friends. This illustrated 
that the pupils either did not understand what they were being asked to consider or was 
choosing a pupil for reasons other than effort. 

For the children who dominate class discussion, they enjoyed looking at other’s work and 
providing praise. They spoke about feeling like a teacher. For three pupils in the class who 
struggle with social interaction, this enquiry had little benefit for them. All three liked the 
activity of giving their peg to someone else, but when asked to justify during circle time 
discussion, preferred not to say why. They also liked seeing that their balloon had pegs 
clipped on but did not have an interest in hearing why they were chosen. One individual, 
whom I believed peer praise would affect positively, enjoyed receiving a peg, but could not 
reciprocate praise; therefore, it did not seem to encourage the development of relationships as 
I had hoped. 

During ‘circle times’ the pegs were discussed, and children were encouraged to discuss how 
they felt about receiving or not receiving a peg (See Appendix 2). Those who had a peg spoke 
about their internal feelings about themselves such as “it made me happy”, but did not 
comment on their work, for example, “I am happy about my reading today”. Those who did 
not receive pegs discussed how they would ‘try harder’ but did not say how they would do 
this. As this enquiry was investigating how pupils could support one another, I decided not to 
make suggestions for improvement during these discussions as I wanted the pupils to lead the 
discussion. During the concluding circle time, many pupils commented on enjoying receiving 
stamps in their jotters or gaining group points for their effort. Most pupils said they liked it 
when their teacher spoke about their work or a time they have been able to present their work 
to the Head Teacher. No one commented on peer praise, therefore concluding that during this 
time they had not developed a full understanding or willingness to give peer praise. 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, it was apparent that the pupils involved may still be too immature to fully 
engage in praising effort rather than completed work or based on friendships. This agrees 
with the findings of Burnett and Mandel who found; “The younger children, in years 1 and 2, 
lean towards the ability feedback”. (Burnett & Mandel 2010: 149) They are more likely to 
comment on their reading being ‘good’ or ‘bad’ rather than mentioning how much effort they 
had put in. There was some development in pupil’s confidence in speaking about their views 



which was evident through their willingness to begin discussions at circle time; however, this 
tended to be more noticeable in pupils who were more dominant in class discussion before 
the introduction of this study. The more anxious members in the classroom remained quieter 
throughout the study and when they provided ‘Praise Pegs’, they were allocated due to 
friendships rather than effort within literacy.   

Implications for Future Practice 

Having considered the limited benefits from this Primary 1 study within this classroom the 
study will not be taken forward; however, this study may be more successful within a higher 
Primary level. The findings from Burnett and Mandel’s 2010 study found that praise on effort 
was more appreciated within an older classroom and stated that within their research study, 
60% preferred to receive their praise privately (Burnett & Mandel 2010: 149). Therefore, 
another study focusing on this area of feedback may consider a more anonymous approach. I 
believe a classroom who have a clearer understanding of what effort is may have benefitted 
from this enquiry more. For this study to have been more successful, the class would have 
required to have learned about effort in much more depth in the early stages of the year and 
continued to use the method more consistently across a longer time frame. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 – Pupils handing out ‘Praise Pegs’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 2 – Circle time discussions 



 

 

 

 

 


