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Rationale  
McLean (2009) highlights the inevitable difficulty that teachers often face when trying to 
motivate children, particularly those who can become distracted easily. Jones (2000), 
highlights positive reward incentives as powerful forms of discipline and motivation 
strategies within the classroom. Through collaboration with colleagues, issues around pupil 
behaviour and engagement was a common ground that all teachers found to be a challenging 
aspect of their career. Therefore, an executive decision was made to develop a “Mystery 
Pupil” system within the classroom to achieve a desired outcome (specific to each 
classroom). For this particular enquiry, the purpose of the incentive was in hope to motivate 3 
particular pupils within a primary 3 class to listen to - and follow - instructions the first time 
around, and complete tasks within the time given. The children would be introduced to the 
Mystery Pupil system and be made aware that one child would be chosen, at random, on a 
Monday morning and their name would be entered into the “Mystery Pupil Box”. The 
Mystery Pupil would then be observed on a daily basis during maths, where their efforts to 
listen and follow instructions as well as complete tasks would be recorded. Each Friday 
afternoon, the name of the Mystery Pupil would be revealed and, if they have engaged in 
lessons and completed tasks throughout the week, the whole class would receive a reward. 
According to (Wiliams, 2012), this is an effective way of empowering students and making 
them accountable for their own behaviour, encouraging them to work together as well as 
individually to receive a reward. In addition, Parsonson (2012) highlights the use of positive 
reinforcement and classroom reward systems as an effective way of minimalizing disruptive 
behaviours. Therefore, it was hoped that this enquiry would personally motivate the 3 focus 
children to listen during lessons and complete tasks.  
 
Aims  
This small-scale enquiry aimed to increase the level of work produced by three particular 
children within the class. It was hoped that the children would:  
 

1. Listen to, and follow, instructions the first time around  
2. Complete tasks within the given timeframe  

 
 
Methodology  
This enquiry was carried out over a four-week period within a primary three classroom of 21 
pupils. The enquiry focused on 3 particular children with varying needs and abilities. 
evidence was recorded in maths only, on a daily basis, with the exception of a Thursday as 
the class was taken by the 0.2 teacher. Both qualitative and quantitative methods of data were 
gathered to develop a better-informed understanding of the impact of the Mystery Pupil 
system. The data was collected by:  



	

 
1. Observing the children’s effort to complete tasks without requiring teaching input 
repeated on an individual basis.   
2. Recording children’s efforts on a daily basis in a reflective diary.   
3. Collecting evidence of completed tasks.  
4. Evaluation of the impact of the incentive by whether or not children were rewarded at 
the end of the week.   
 

Prior to each lesson taking place, the children were reminded about the Mystery Pupil system 
and the rules for receiving a reward. During the first and second week of utilizing the 
Mystery Pupil system, when children became distracted throughout the lesson, they were 
reminded to listen and follow instructions as they could be the Mystery Pupil. This appeared 
to motivate the children as they would try to refocus and continue to complete their tasks. 
During the final week, the children were not reminded about the Mystery Pupil system 
however, some children reminded their peers about it in noticing when they had become 
distracted.  
 
Findings  
In order to make a comparison between pupil efforts before and after the implementation of 
the Mystery Pupil system, results from the children’s engagement in the lesson and tasks 
completed within the time given were recorded without being made aware of the Mystery 
Pupil system. The Mystery Pupil system was then implemented in week 2 of the enquiry and 
children’s improvements were noted. It was clear within the comparisons of week 1 and week 
4 that there was an improvement in the children’s listening skills as well as the number of 
completed tasks each day which would suggest that there was a positive impact of the 
initiative.   
 
As can be seen from the reflective diary kept during week 1 (figure 1), the children had not 
listened to instructions or completed many tasks prior to the implementation of the Mystery 
Pupil system. All pupils required further individual instructions and additional time to 
complete tasks at least two days out of four. However, this is in contrast with the reflective 
diary from week 4 (figure 2), where the children had done significantly better in both areas.  
 
Figure 1  



	

  
  

Figure 2  

  
The following data demonstrates the children’s ability to listen first time around (figure 3) 
and the number of tasks completed by each child each day (figure 4).  
 



	

  

  
It appeared that the children were most motivated during week 2 of the enquiry, which was 
the first week that the Mystery Pupil System was introduced to them. This suggests that the 
initiative had been successful in achieving its aims, as the initial excitement had motivated 
the children to try their best. Although there was a slight dip in weeks 3 and 4, the children 
still proceeded to listen to instructions and complete tasks more than they had prior to the 
Mystery Pupil being implemented. It is clear that pupil DG was consistent in his 
improvements throughout the enquiry which may have been as a result of the Mystery Pupil 
system. As DG was the first Mystery Pupil (in week 2 of the enquiry) and had managed to 
earn a reward for himself and the rest of the class, this may have created an awareness of peer 
pressure for the following weeks. Williams (2012) highlighted peer pressure as one of the key 
components of the “Secret Student” which had been a motivator for most children. With 
regards to pupil KB, there was also an improvement in his engagement in teaching input as 
well as tasks completed within the time given, although drawing upon week 4, there was still 
room for further improvements. In terms of child JD’s efforts and progress, there was an 
improvement in the number of tasks completed within the time given, although fully 
engaging during teaching input without distraction, still appeared to be of some difficulty.   
 
 
Conclusions  



	

Whilst this was a small-scale study and would require further research in order to come to a 
definitive conclusion, there was an improvement in the children’s listening during teaching 
input and tasks completed within the given time frame. This would suggest that the use of 
anonymous reward systems - the Mystery Pupil system in particular - within the classroom 
can be successful in motivating children and encouraging them to work hard to receive a 
reward not only for themselves, but also for their peers.  
 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
At the end of week 3 of the enquiry, pupil KB was the Mystery Pupil. However, throughout 
the week he had not listened or completed all tasks in each of the 4 maths lessons. Therefore, 
the class did not receive a reward. However, it felt unethical to tell the class who it was who 
let them down, so I didn’t tell them who the Mystery Pupil was, only that the pupil had not 
put enough effort into their work during class. I was unsure how to deal with this in a 
sensitive way as I did not want other pupils to blame KB but at the same time, I wanted to 
make the pupil aware that this was as a result of lack of effort.  
 
Furthermore, the maths topic changed across the duration of the enquiry, from data handling 
to fractions. This could have had an impact on the enquiry outcome, as children may have 
listened to teaching input and completed tasks more frequently if they were interested in a 
particular topic. For example, the children had made me aware that they enjoyed the data 
handling topic but found fractions quite difficult. This could have impacted the children’s 
levels of motivation to listen and complete the tasks.  
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