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Rationale 

According to Wiliams, engagement in learning and motivating pupils in the classroom can be 

a challenge for some teachers (Wiliams, 2012a). During online learning, this engagement and 

motivation was further challenged as my colleagues and other probationers discovered it was 

more challenging to engage and motivate pupils when they were not in the classroom. On 

discussion with other probationers, we realised that we were all having similar issues with 

engagement and keeping pupils motivated during an extensive time out of the classroom. A 

collaborative decision was made that we would look at ways of trying to improve the 

engagement and motivation levels of pupils during online learning. The idea we agreed on was 

to research if using a reward system would improve engagement through the use of a ‘Secret 

Student’ system. The use of a reward system was chosen as according to MacLean, reward 

systems can be used to achieve goals and motivate pupils on a short term basis (McLean, 2010). 

The purpose of this enquiry was to achieve a higher level of engagement through the period 

pupils were learning from home and to maintain the motivation of pupils as online learning 

continued.  

The secret student initiative was introduced to the children who were given the opportunity to 

discuss and agree the criteria for them to achieve the reward, giving the pupils a voice. In 

discussion with the pupils, it was decided that to merit the reward, pupils would have to be 

engaged in online learning through a variety of online activities which included participating 

in live lessons, daily check-in’s, Sumdog, Epic and uploading at least 70% of their tasks 

assigned to them throughout the week. At the beginning of the week, one student was randomly 

chosen, using the lollipop randomiser, during our daily check in on a Monday morning. The 

student’s name would not be revealed and would remain a secret throughout the week. The 

student’s work and engagement levels through daily check in’s and live lessons would be 

monitored and recorded throughout the week to see if they had met the requirements and 

merited the reward for the class using the form shown in Appendix 1. The name of the secret 

student would be revealed the following Monday morning during our daily check in and the 

class would be rewarded through gaining marbles which would then be transferred to a treat of 

their choice on their return to school.  However, if the secret student did not reach the 

requirements necessary to achieve the reward for the class, their name would not be revealed 

and it would just be stated that the secret student had not met the requirements. It was hoped 

by using this strategy it would engage and motivate more pupils in their learning as according 

to Dylan Wiliams, reward systems can encourage pupils to become more engaged and work 

together for the desired reward (Wiliams, 2012b).  

 

 

 



Aims 

This enquiry aimed to increase the engagement of pupils during online learning. It was hoped 

that the implementation of the reward system would: 

1) Increase the engagement of pupils during online learning. 

2) Encourage pupils to complete tasks assigned through the online platform. 

3) Increase effort during online learning (Teacher judgement). 

4) Increase pupils in attending online daily check in’s and live lessons. 

 

Methodology 

Before the enquiry started, the engagement levels had already been recorded for the purpose of 

Senior Management to monitor the engagement within the school. These records were used to 

compare the impact of the Secret Student being introduced in the class. A questionnaire was 

sent out via Microsoft Teams to each pupil in the class asking them how they felt about their 

online learning the week prior to the enquiry beginning (See Appendix 2). Out of a possible 27 

pupils returning their questionnaire, 21 pupils managed to complete the questionnaire. This 

enquiry was carried out over a four week period from Monday 15 February 2021 to Friday 12 

March 2021. This particular enquiry focused on a Primary 7 class of 27 pupils during online 

learning due to the Coronavirus pandemic. The enquiry included all of the pupils but was 

specifically aimed at pupils who had not engaged in their online learning as much as would 

have hoped for. The evidence was recorded over a weekly basis as it had to be taken in to 

account that some children may not be able to access the online platform on a daily basis. 

Quantitative and qualitative methods of data were used to gather the information required to 

assess the impact the Secret Student System had with the class. The data was collected by: 

1) Collecting evidence of completed tasks for the week (see appendix 1). 

2) Questionnaires completed before and after the Secret Student system was introduced to 

gauge the impact of the initiative (see appendix 2 and 3) 

3) Engagement through daily check in’s, live lessons, use of Sumdog and Epic throughout 

the week. 

4) General engagement through comments/questions through Microsoft Teams 

Every day during daily check in’s, live lessons and through my daily posts, the children were 

reminded about the secret student and the requirements and criteria to be met for them to 

achieve the reward. The children were reminded on a daily basis to upload all their work just 

in case they had forgotten to do so as they could be the secret student this week. Many pupils 

were very intrigued as to who the secret student was with many of them trying to guess and 

ask for clues as to who it was. This seemed to motivate the pupils in their work with some of 

the pupils who had not been engaged in their learning becoming more aware of uploading some 

work and been more engaged through daily check in’s and live lessons. At the end of the four 

week enquiry period, a further questionnaire was sent to every pupil to assess if the use of the 

Secret Student helped them to be more engaged in their learning (See Appendix 3) 

 

 



Findings 

Prior to the Secret Student initiative commencing, the engagement of pupils was already being 

recorded for the purpose of Senior Management through using the engagement from daily 

check in’s, live lessons, work completed, Microsoft Teams engagement and engagement 

through Epic and Sumdog. These records were used to enable a comparison between the 

engagement before and after the introduction of the Secret Student system, to see if it had any 

impact on engagement. It was clear that there was a slight improvement in the pupils’ 

engagement during the implementation of the Secret Student which suggests that some pupils 

work better and feel more motivated when they have a reward to aim towards. However, many 

pupils were intrinsic with their learning and have demonstrated this throughout their online 

learning as they ensured that they participated in the majority of their learning tasks, 

participated in daily check in’s, live lessons and quizzes throughout the period working at home 

and there was no difference from before and after the initiative began.  

 

Figure 1  

 

 

It appears that the introduction of ‘Secret Student’ increased engagement during online 

learning. In particularly, week 3 of the enquiry showed the most engagement with 14 pupils 

accessing more than 70% of their online tasks, suggesting that the initiative increased 

engagement and motivation. This was supported by the second questionnaire which the pupils 

were asked to complete at the end of the period. Seventeen pupils completed the questionnaire 

and fourteen of the pupils agreed that the introduction of the Secret Student helped motivate 

them during the period of online learning. In fact, one student asked if the Secret Student could 

be continued when we return to school as it helped them focus more on their learning. 
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Figure 2 

 

 

Overall, the engagement across the class appears to have increased with the introduction of the 

initiative with some pupils who had not been engaged prior to the initiative now engaged in 

some of their learning. It appears that some pupils who had not been engaged have accessed 

some online learning although still not meeting the Secret Student criteria set by the pupils. 

This suggests that the initiative has helped to increase engagement throughout the whole class 

with more pupils accessing more of their online learning and less pupils been not engaged as 

shown in Figure 2. 

 

Implications for Future Practice 

The first implication was discovered during my first week when the pupil who was randomly 

chosen did not meet the criteria the pupils and myself set. This resulted in no marbles for the 

week being allocated and left the children feeling a little disappointed and deflated as they had 

all been very excited about who the student could be. During the second week of the enquiry, 

the chosen pupil was making great effort in their work through the early part of the week and 

they appeared to be meeting the criteria so I offered some encouragement to the pupils to keep 

working hard as they could be the ‘Secret Student’. Although the name of the student was not 

mentioned, the class were informed that the ‘Secret Student’ was on track to achieve the 

marbles during week 2 which may have added to their engagement and motivation to continue 

with their learning. 

During the period of online learning, Senior Management were making phone calls home to 

pupils who had not been engaged in their learning and trying to support them with their learning 

by offering paper packs to be picked up from the school, making it more accessible for some 
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pupils. During this time, two further children from the class were also accessing school for part 

of the week to increase their engagement in their learning. Therefore, these implications could 

also have had an impact on the findings of this enquiry. 

In future, I would definitely consider using this strategy again, adapting it where necessary for 

teaching in class as most pupils felt that it encouraged them to be more motivated with their 

learning. 
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(Appendix 1)   

Name Spelling Literacy Chilli 
Challenge 

Numeracy Other 
online 
task 

Other 
online 
task 

Daily 
check 
in/live 
lessons 

Sumdog Epic 

LB          

EB          

SB          

MB          

TG          

AC          

BC          

JG          

KG          

GI          

AL          

ML          

NL          

TL          

LMC          

KMC          

ZMC          

CM          

OP          

LR          

JS          

BM          

JW          

KW          

SW          

KW          

LW          

          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 2  

 

Home Learning Survey P7B (NLC 

Noble PS P7b Mrs Clark and Mrs 

Fraser 2020-2021) 
Answer the following questions on how you feel about home learning.  

 

 

Required 

1. How do you feel about learning from home? 

 ☹️ 😐 😃 

Answer 
   

2. How do you think you are coping with learning at home? 

 ☹️ 😐 😄 

Answer 
   

3. Do you find home learning engaging and fun? 

 ☹️ 😐 😄 

Answer 
   

4. Where do you learn better? 

 Home School 

Answer 
  

5. Is there anything that could be changed to improve your live lesson?  

 
 

 

Submit 

 

 



Appendix 3 

 

P7B 'Secret Student' Survey 
Answer the following questions 

 

 

Required 

 

1. Have you enjoyed learning from home? 

 ☹️ 😐 😃 

Answer 
   

2. Did you feel motivated to complete your work at home? 

 ☹️ 😐 😄 

Answer 
   

3. Did you feel motivated to join in with the daily check in's and live 

lessons whilst working from home? 

 ☹️ 😐 😄 

Answer 
   

4. Where do you learn better? 

 Home School 

Answer 
  

5. Did you feel more encouraged to complete your work knowing there 

was a reward? 

Yes 

No 

Maybe 

6. Do you have any other comments you would like to add about your 

experience of Home Learning? 

 
Submit 


