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Rationale 

In order to maintain a positive ethos and address the issue of keeping children engaged, the 
use of positive reinforcement in the classroom was considered for this enquiry. Positive 
reinforcement is an important aspect of The General Teaching Council for Scotland’s, 
Standards for Full Registration, as it states all teachers should ; ‘Develop positive 
relationships and positive behaviour strategies’.  2012 (GTCS), Standard 3.2.2.  

A number of children in my class need constant reminders to focus on their work and get 
easily distracted. Using positive reinforcement helps to create a positive ethos in class by 
creating a peaceful and positive learning environment, providing more opportunities for 
children to be engaged and motivated. 

Positive reinforcement has long been linked with what psychologists call ‘behaviourism’, and 
in particular operant conditioning, concerned with how an action may be controlled by a 
stimulus that comes after it, such as a reward, rather than before (Woolfolket al, 2013).  

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to determine what effect, if any, using positive reinforcement 
during literacy lessons has on pupil engagement. Different types of reinforcement were 
studied to determine if any were more effective than others. 
 
Methodology 

This enquiry was conducted during literacy lessons over a four week period in a primary 
three/four class. 
 
At the start of the enquiry pupils were posed with a few questions in order to determine what 
types of reward they preferred and how they liked to receive it, e.g; 
1. Do you like it when the teacher says something good about you in front of the whole class? 
2. Who do you tell if the teacher says something good about you or your work? 
3. What is the best type of reward you like to get at school? 
 
Taking into consideration the pupils’ views, it was decided that the following types of 
reinforcement would be used for the enquiry; 
 
1. Award extra dojo points for being on task 
2. Offer positive, direct praise to pupils on task 
3. Encouraging the use of peer praise  
    
Although all children in the class were given the reinforcement, if appropriate, a focus group 
of five children were chosen, who would benefit most from being part of this enquiry. During 
the first week pupils from the focus group were observed to see how long they stayed on task 
during the main part of their literacy lesson, and a scale of 1 to 5 given to each child (1 being 
very poor and 5 very good). The Children’s jotter work was also used to gather evidence. The 



amount of work completed was recorded and was given a scale of 1 to 3 (1 less than 50% 
completed, 2 -50%completed, 3- 75% or more completed). This was used as a baseline to 
compare work completed in subsequent weeks. 
 
During the second week dojo points were issued near the start of the literacy lesson, and then 
again during the middle part of the lesson to those children staying on task. Those children in 
the focus group receiving dojo points were noted. 
 
During the third week more positive praise was given to children in the form of direct 
positive feedback. For example ‘Well done XX, you have your book open and have already 
started reading..’  
 
The fourth week children were asked to look out for someone in their group who was on task 
the most during the lesson and use positive language to give them feedback. 
 
Findings 
 
The enquiry found that pupils became more focussed when they were praised by their peers 
rather than the teacher (see Table 1). Pupils stated that this motivated them to work and stay 
on task. Pupils highlighted that specific praise, when the teacher told them exactly what they 
were doing right made them feel ‘happy’ and ‘proud’. 
Throughout the enquiry it also became clear that praising pupils for being on task would help 
get the ‘drifters’ back on track, although sometimes only for a short period. The advantage of 
this type of behaviour management is that the positive ethos of the classrooms remains. 
The use of dojo points during the lesson seemed to help those around get focussed but did 
bring a bit more disruption as children had to get out their seats to add the dojo points on and 
returning back to seat took a bit longer to get back on track (see Table 2). 
 
Table 1-Level of engagement (1 to 5) 
Pupil No 

reinforcement 
Dojo Positive Praise Peer Praise 

A 1 2 3 4 
B 2 2 4 4 
C 2 3 4 5 
D 1 2 3 5 
E 1 3 4 4 
TOTAL 7 12 18 22 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 2- Amount of work completed (1 to 3) 



Pupil No 
reinforcement 

Dojo Positive Praise Peer Praise 

A 1 2 2 3 
B 2 1 2 2 
C 1 1 3 3 
D 1 2 3 3 
E 2 2 2 2 
 
 
Conclusions 
Praising pupils for staying on task appeared to positively impact pupils’ motivation, and 
engagement and it was clear that children began to stay on task for longer periods, even  more 
when praised by a peer. This was recorded in both the amount of children’s work completed 
and levels of engagement. 
In order to fully answer the question at hand, an enquiry would need to be carried out over a 
much longer term with a much broader subject range. 
When a reward or reinforcement follows behaviour, that behaviour is likely to be repeated. In 
essence, from the behaviourist point of view, rewards are considered a useful tool in 
producing positive or negative reinforcement. This then shapes behaviours and children learn 
by observing, copying and by having their own behaviour rewarded or not (Carroll and 
McCulloch, 2014). 

 
Implications for Future Practice 
Positive reinforcement for staying on task is a good way to foster a positive ethos in the 
classroom and has a positive impact on pupils’ health and wellbeing. Pupils appeared more 
engaged and reported being more motivated compared to when no reinforcement was made. 
This is something I will therefore continue throughout my practice in order to develop a 
better approach to the use of positive reinforcement in the classroom. 
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