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Rationale  

Discovering different ways in which teachers can motivate pupil learning and encourage 
progressive, positive behaviour in the classroom is a topic area of teaching and learning 
which has been discussed in depth before. McLean (2003) discusses a reciprocal relationship 
between pupils and teachers, stating that teachers can either be “transformers or amplifiers” 
of pupil motivation. This viewpoint brought about the understanding that it is then imperative 
that as teachers we understand effective strategies and techniques that can be used in the 
classroom to ensure that we transform the attitudes of demotivated pupils and amplify that of 
self-motivated pupils.  

Blackburn (2014), discusses the importance of teachers encouraging effort rather than simply 
focusing on quality and ability especially as work becomes more rigorous for pupils and can 
cause them to “give up” easily. I wanted to focus on creating a positive learning environment 
through praising pupils when they displayed a good level of effort regardless of ability or 
quality to find out what the effects of this would be in the classroom.  

Aims  

Does ‘praise for effort’ encourage pupils to try harder in classroom?  

Do pupils feel more confident with their work when praised for effort?  

Methodology  

The approach to this small-scale research enquiry was to use observations, marking and exit 
passes as routinely occurring measurements of the effects of ‘praise for effort’ in the 
classroom. Focussing on a class of fifteen S3 pupils who studied Drama three times per week, 
the first week of intervention was initiated by explicitly recognising those pupils who were 
working hard and demonstrating effort in their behaviour. Merits and praise certificates were 
handed out to pupils who consistently worked hard, regardless of whether they had a 
successful outcome in their work. By the end of this first week of intervention, a question was 
written on the board for pupils to answer through the form of exit passes – “how do you feel 
when a teacher gives you praise for your effort in class?” This was used to measure the aims 
of finding out if pupils’ confidence increased or whether their motivation levels were 
encouraged through praise.  

Observations during and after the first week were consistently carried out during classroom, 
observing the amount of pupils contributing ideas during group work and attempting to 
answer questions in class. It was made clear to pupils that effort levels were not measured by 
whether they were successful or not, but through their attitude in attempting the work to the 
best of their ability and being willing to face challenges. This was made particularly explicit 
through a homework task given to pupils. They were to complete an evaluative reflection on 
a ‘Radio Play’ unit they had just completed. It was explained to pupils that quantity was of as 
much importance as quality as it proved to their teacher that they had physically spent more 
time over their homework by completing a more lengthy evaluation. These were then marked 
and feedback was given to pupils on their effort levels in the task. Pupils who had written 



more pages for their homework received merits and were informed of this, as were the rest of 
the class.  

Pupils were then given a questionnaire which was specifically undertaken to qualitatively 
research the impact on pupil attitudes as a result of praise for effort. Pupils were given four 
specific statements of which they had to select the most suitable opinion that they had of each 
statement, ranging from whether they strongly agreed, agreed, disagreed or strongly 
disagreed. This was used to give an indication of whether praise for effort had a positive or 
negative effect on pupil attitudes and mind sets towards classroom work. The statements were 
as follows:  

1. When I am given praise for my effort in the classroom, I feel more confident in my 
ability to do the work.  

2. When I am given praise for my effort, it makes me feel like I have achieved 
something. 

3. When I hear others in my class being given praise for their effort, it motivates me to 
work harder next time.  

4. When I hear praise for effort being given in class, it makes me feel like the work is 
worth doing.  

These statements were deliberately positive in order to have a clearer understanding of how 
many pupils agreed with the positive statements and how many felt the opposite from this. 
This was used to determine whether or not praise for effort encouraged pupils in their efforts 
and if it developed a positive learning environment and positive attitudes in the classroom.   

Findings  

Throughout the evidence gathering process, it was recognised that an overall positive impact 
on pupil attitudes and effort levels was the result when praise for effort was explicitly used in 
the classroom.  

Before the fifteen S3 pupils were given a homework task to write an evaluative reflection, a 
discussion took place about how a teacher could tell whether effort was put into homework or 
not. The length of the entry in relation to size of writing was also discussed to clarify 
expectations. Pupils were given a minimum requirement of two page entries in their jotters. 
Eight pupils completed three pages or more, five pupils completed two pages or more with 
only two pupils completing one page or more. 

The results of the questionnaire (Figure 1) confirmed that most pupils leaned towards a more 
positive response when discussing the impact that praise for effort has on them, whether the 
praise was directed at them specifically or their peers.  

Figure 1 

Statement  Strongly 
agree  

Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree  

When I am given praise for my effort, I feel 
more confident in my ability to do the work. 

7 7 1 0 

When I am given praise for my effort, it makes 
me feel like I have achieved something. 

6 6 2 0 

When I hear others in my class being given 
praise for their effort, it motivates me to work 
harder next time.  

6 5 4 0 

When I hear praise for effort being given in 6 6 3 0 



class, it makes me feel like the work is worth 
doing.  
 

Qualitatively analysing the result of the statements made on exit passes, again, more pupils 
made positive statements over neutral or negative comments when responding to praise. 
Seven pupils made a comment relating to praise for effort making them feel more confident 
about the work that they while five others commented on how they felt recognised and a 
sense of achievement. Two pupils made comments on how they wanted to work harder after 
being given praise for effort and only one pupil stated that it had no impact on them.  

Conclusions  

The main conclusions drawn from this enquiry have been that pupils are mostly impacted by 
praise for effort in a way that makes them feel more confident and motivated in a learning 
environment. It has also pointed towards the possibility that this praise has more of an impact 
on the pupil when given to them directly rather than learners reacting positively as a result of 
observing other learners being praised. I also think that praise for effort has proved to give 
pupils a sense of achievement with their work and in turn, can allow them to view the work in 
the classroom as worthwhile.  

Implications for Future Practice  

By carrying out this small-scale enquiry, it has made me reconsider the importance of pupil 
effort over ability in order to progress in learning. ‘Praise for effort’ will continue to be used 
as a tool to aim towards raising attainment in particular.  

I would also like to put a heavier focus on pupil attitudes and effort over content and quality 
of work. This focus will aim to develop and create a more positive learning environment for 
all in order for pupils to learn from themselves and each other.  
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