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Rationale  
Classroom teachers aim to enable learners to succeed. Wiliam postulates that to achieve this 
we must raise attainment, which requires increasing classroom engagement (2012). 
Within our group, we acknowledged the impact behaviour could have on achieving whole 
class engagement.  
The ‘bad’ behaviours which had impacted classroom learning were varied and we 
hypothesised on their motivations: some learners found tasks challenging and gave up; some 
struggled to concentrate due to external distractions; some became distracted by other 
students and then became distractions themselves.  
We chose to focus on this last idea. Many of us felt we could identify particular individuals 
within our classrooms who were key de-stabilisers; students who created a ripple effect of 
disruption. They were consistent in the low level disruptions they created. If we could engage 
them, whole class engagement seemed more achievable.  
Positive reinforcement is a powerful teacher tool to influence pupils and raise achievement 
(Hay-McBer, 2000, pg36) and perhaps equal to this is the impact of peer pressure. By 
harnessing these tools we sought to increase classroom engagement.  
Wiliam advocated the ‘Secret Student’ strategy as a way to improve whole class engagement 
(2012). The premise is that an individual is selected as the secret student and over the course 
of a lesson will be judged on whether their behaviour conforms to the rules set out. 
By implementing a similar strategy we instil a sense of responsibility for one’s actions. The 
aspect of anonymity would allow thorough reflection on how the individual contributes to the 
wider class environment. We believed that this would improve whole class engagement, 
whilst also upholding the principles Curriculum for Excellence outline in the Health and 
Wellbeing Framework, by providing learners with opportunities to become responsible 
individuals (Education Scotland, 2020, pg2). 
In placing the responsibility with the class themselves we hoped to improve whole class 
behaviour and therefore eradicate a barrier to learning.  
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to understand the impact of anonymous reward systems on 
whole class behaviour. We sought to secure whole class engagement by harnessing the 
powers of peer pressure and transforming them into a positive influence. In creating a 
common goal for the class to achieve, we aimed to eliminate negative behaviours which were 
obstructing learning and whole class engagement. 
 
Methodology  
The enquiry would last four weeks, with the first week a baseline to log normal classroom 
behaviours. I implemented this strategy with my S3 class. They demonstrated low level 
behaviour problems consistent enough to impact learning. I believed they could significantly 
benefit from this strategy. We had four periods a week together, the fourth of which was on a 



Thursday, seventh period. This was a difficult period with the class but also presented an 
opportunity to include any reward they earned.	
	
Secret Student	
The basic premise of the ‘Secret Student’ strategy is that the class earn points in order to earn 
a reward. Each period two names would be selected at random and placed in the secret 
student box.   
Targets varied to engage learners and were reflexive to student performance: ‘successfully 
work independently’; ‘complete the period without being told to be quiet’; ‘leave the 
classroom tidy and be respectful of materials’.  
Each student could gain five points per period. To gain the reward the class had to 
accumulate twenty-one points.  
Since the secret students were not revealed until the end of the period, the whole class felt 
obliged to behave well and achieve the target.  
Points were stored in an extravagant jar, with one marble accounting for one point. The visual  
element of this system was intended to remind learners of the class progress. 
 
Unlike the original ’Secret Student’ experiment, at the end of each period the secret students’ 
would be revealed, regardless of their performance. How many points they earned was 
dictated by their success in achieving the targets. I implemented a tiered points system with 
no pupil earning zero points. This was to allow everyone to contribute to the class-wide 
activity and to avoid despondence or intense shaming from peers. I didn’t implement the 
continued anonymity ‘roll over’ system for students who didn’t do as well, because I wanted 
them to take more immediate responsibility for their actions and for the class to learn good 
behaviour from each other. Given the time constraints and circumstances under which I was 
implementing this system, I felt these amendments would allow greater results.  
 
Reward	
The reward was an important motivator and it was vital the students work toward something 
they were interested in. The first week I suggested the reward of listening to music for the 
period, to manage their expectations. Following this, the class suggested and chose the end of 
week reward. This provided students with agency whilst also increasing their investment in 
the task. It was important to include student voices in this process, as the aim, whole class 
engagement, is reliant on active participants. This fulfils the Curriculum for Excellence aim 
to create ‘respected learners’ by allowing them agency in the decision making processes 
which impact them (Education Scotland, 2020, p2). 
 
 
Findings  
Baseline Observations 
The first week operated as a baseline so I could note down the typical behaviours obstructing 
learning.  
I found the class was plagued by consistent low level disruptions, including continued talking 
during tasks, asking irrelevant questions to deviate from class work, students not paying 
attention to instructions, and an unwillingness to remove outdoor jackets and headphones, or 
to get materials out. These behaviours had the potential to escalate, such as when one student 
was asked to remove headphones and his outdoor jacket which led to an outburst and being 
sent out of class. For the rest of the period students struggled to stay on task and work 
independently. 
 



	

 

Questionnaire 
 
However, the questionnaire the students filled out at the end of the week painted a very 
different picture.  
When asked to rate class behaviour on a scale of one (Not Good) to ten (Great) every student 
awarded the class a score of seven or above, with some even opting to award the class a ten 
(Appendix 1). 
When asked to circle ‘common behaviours that can create barriers to learning’ they had 
witnessed within the class, the majority of students circled 3 or less of the behaviours (See 
Appendix 2). This was in contrast to the reflective account I had compiled, which observed 
the class participate in many of the behaviours listed. At the outset of the task the students 
showed little awareness of their behaviour and took little responsibility for it.  
 
Reflections 
Students quickly became invested in the reward system, with the visual impact of the reward 
jar reminding them of their progress. Although the target changed each day, they helped to 
establish an expectation of appropriate class behaviour which was maintained. For example 
even when the target wasn’t ‘do not interrupt others when answering’, students made a 
concerted effort to abide by this, even self-policing each other. 
As the points available to each secret student during the period were on a sliding scale, I 
involved the class in this decision process. I would ask “Do you think ‘X’ has fulfilled this 
target today?”. While some students always advocated for maximum points, generally the 
class, and the secret students themselves, were honest in their scoring. 
A key incident, occurring in the second week, was when a frequently ‘de-stabilising’ student 
was selected as one of the secret students. When the strategy was first introduced to the class 
he reacted by suggesting this was a strategy that would target only him. However the 
randomiser confirmed fairness and also that any individual could be the secret student several 
times in one week.  
On the day he was secret student and challenged to ‘successfully complete independent 
tasks’, he was talkative, took a substantial length of time to begin working and completed 
minimal written work. As a consequence he earned only two marbles out of five. At the end 
of the lesson he waited behind to ask that his name be withdrawn because it was 
embarrassing not to successfully earn all five points. However, after reminding him of the 
opportunity to do better next time, he remained invested in the process.    
 
 
Student Responses 
Ultimately the class responded positively to the ‘Secret Student’ strategy. They worked 
productively, knowing there would be a chosen treat.  
At the end of the four week period they voted to continue with the ‘Secret Student’ system. 
 
Students were given the opportunity to verbally share their opinions of the system:  
 

● They liked the focus of clear targets each day, although would have liked more variety 
● They appreciated their role in decision making: from deciding the reward to 

suggesting how many points had been earned 
● They enjoyed having the chance to choose the reward and liked how we could make it 

link to work we were doing in class 
 
Conclusions  



Reward systems are a tried and tested method of positive reinforcement to manage behaviour. 
However this enquiry has sought to demonstrate the benefits that anonymous reward systems 
can have on class engagement. Rather than competing against each other for self-gain, 
students were challenged to work collectively towards a reward. As a result, they were forced 
to acknowledge the impact of their behaviour on that shared goal. This strategy demonstrated 
the influence peer pressure has on cultivating individual responsibility. 
The targets outlined for each lesson provided clear short-term goals, focused on engaging 
with class work.  
This strategy provided students with a system that encourages them to collectively engage 
with class work and exhibit good behaviour in order to earn a reward. This eradication of 
negative behaviours facilities whole class engagement, which in turn allows practitioners to 
direct classes towards attainment. 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
I believe that establishing a reward system with students benefits classroom productivity and 
engagement and I intend to establish similar systems with all BGE classes. Although not 
common in Secondary classrooms, I believe that reward systems improve class engagement 
through target setting and help to improve class morale and productivity.   
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Appendix 1 - Examples of Class Behaviour 
Questionnaires  

 

 

 



 

 

Appendix 2 - Results of Class Behaviour Questionnaire	


