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Rationale 

Dweck (2016) suggests that there is a wrong kind of praise that creates self-defeating 
behaviour and a right kind that motivates pupils to learn. The enquiry into peer praise for 
effort stems from Dweck’s intensive research into growth mind-sets. Dweck (2014) in her 
TED video proposes that “we can praise wisely” by “praising the process that kids engage in, 
their effort, their strategies, their focus, their perseverance, their improvement”. Furthermore, 
she advocates this is extremely valuable within the classroom as it can increase motivation 
resilience and in return can begin to raise attainment within numeracy.   

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to investigate the effectiveness peer encouragement within maths 
had on: 

o Pupil perseverance within challenging activities, 

o Pupil engagement and, 

o Pupil motivation 

Methodology 

The enquiry was conducted over a 3-4 week period with a mixed ability composite primary 
5/6 class.  The class consists of 25 pupils (13 girls and 12 boys). A small group of four 
children within this class disengage easily within any numeracy or maths based activities, 
have little motivation and do not apply themselves fully in their learning. Although focus 
would be on these four individuals, general observations were able to be made within the 
class as a whole.  

At the start of the enquiry, the class were questioned about their current mindset within 
maths, their confidence and their views on making mistakes and taking on challenges within 
maths.   

Before implementing the enquiry, the children discussed what they thought effort was. In 
small groups the children discussed their opinions and ideas of what effort looked and 
sounded like. From their responses the children highlighted that effort is when someone is 
focused, tries their best and never gives up even when they make mistakes or find things 
challenging.  These comments were incorporated into their praise pegs. 

A class ‘Praise Pegs’ board was set up with the three responses the children gave about effort 
in the centre, as part of encouraging the children to give peer praise. The display included 
photos of the class around the board. Children were encouraged to place their praise peg on a 
child they observed displaying effort within numeracy whenever they had observed this. This 
was often at the beginning of each rotation of activities.  



During maths lessons, children worked in either mixed/ own ability groups and at the end of 
each activity children had the opportunity to place their peg on a child who had met the 
criteria they had suggested that highlighted what effort was to them. At the end of each maths 
lesson the children gave verbal feedback as to why they choose that child and a child wrote 
down each response. Allowing children to feel they had be recognised for their positive 
efforts towards their learning within maths.   

At the end of the 3-4 weeks, a questionnaire was given to all the children. They were asked 
several questions about the effectiveness of the praise pegs. 

6 children (four of which were the focused individuals identified) were selected to participate 
in an interview. The children selected ranged in ability and mind-sets. These children were 
selected as they displayed mixed levels of engagement within maths activities gathered from 
observations and the children’s responses to maths. The purpose of this interview was to 
identify any changes in the four children’s attitude to maths and compare this with the other 
children.  

Findings 

The enquiry found that pupils were aware of peer encouragement and how it was used. The 
children could generate positive statements during the feedback sessions at the end of each 
lesson. The children gave varied answers. For Example, one child stated “He worked really 
hard and I saw him being focused.” Also, another child said “Even when she found things 
challenging she never gave up.” One child stated “It made me feel good to know that 
someone gave me a praise peg.” This highlights that children feel valued the praise from their 
peers. 

Many children also stated that they enjoyed recognising others. These answers highlight 
pupil’s desire for feedback and affirms the belief that Dweck stated as the right kind of praise 
that motivates students to learn. 

The enquiry found that peer praise stimulated a sense of self-confidence and increased the 
engagement within maths based activities. This was evident during general observations and 
discussions within the class as 60% of the class felt the pegs helped people focus. However, 
after completing a questionnaire 76% (16 out of 25) expressed they felt that their classmates 
did not always recognise the effort they were putting in. 52% of the children also expressed 
that they felt better when the teacher gives them feedback , while 38% expressed the desire to 
have a mixture of teacher and peer praise. With such high percentages there could be 
numerous reasons as to why the children felt like this. With 76% feeling that they were not 
being recognised for their effort it could be suggested that they feel that teachers are more 
aware of what is happening within the classroom. Possibly adding in teacher praise pegs 
could help children feel more validated in their effort. Furthermore, majority of the children 
stated that they could give reasons as to why they chose a particular child. Highlighting that 
children understood what effort was. They also stated that they only choose their friend if 
they had seen them display effort throughout the tasks allowing the results to be fair.  

From the individual children selected for the interview their results were as follows: 

o  Pupil A reported that he felt that someone recognised his hard work and felt this 
helped him engage more in maths activities. 



o  Pupil B also reported that she was able to focus more but did not feel it helped her 
engage in more challenging tasks. 

o  Pupil C reported he did not feel any different after the praise pegs were introduced. 

o  Pupil D stated they had maths boring before the praise pegs and now they found it 
good as it was more challenging for them. 

o  Pupil E enjoyed being complimented and found that this incentive helped them take 
on more challenging work as they were being praised for effort. 

o Pupil F hated maths before the praise and consistently felt they could not do anything 
within maths. After the peer praise they feel they can engage and at least try challenging tasks 
rather than giving up. 

Conclusion 

The findings gathered cannot be generalised due to the small scale of the enquiry. However, 
there was a considerable increase to pupil engagement in maths based lessons as 60% of the 
children within the class felt they focused more. The interviews with the 6 children further 
affirmed this as so stated the praise helped them focus more. From observations and child 
responses to the praise pegs. The pupil interviews and responses suggest that peer 
encouragement had a positive effect on the mindset of the children, increased their motivation 
and developed their perseverance within challenging tasks.  To ensure reliability, validity and 
sustainability these results would need to be measured over a longer period of time with more 
children.  

Implications for Future Practice 

Though the results are small it can be concluded that being praised by your peers is an 
important factor in developing a growth mindset within numeracy, as well as aspects of a 
child’s life. Dweck (2008) advocates the need for praise and the development of a growth 
mindset instead of a fixed mindset. I could not agree more with her. The power of praise is 
extremely important for children. The praise pegs implemented had a significant effect on 
some of the children within the class. However, many children felt they did not have their 
effort recognised. This can be adapted by adding more pegs for the children to praise more 
than one child, incorporate teacher praise pegs as children had stated they would like this. 
Highlighting the importance of teachers praising their children within their class. The next 
steps for this peer encouragement would be to encompass in all aspects of the school day. 
Praising children just not for the academic ability and engagement but for ability to show 
kindness and other fundamental values.  
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