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Rationale  
 
Positive praise is a vital component to teaching and learning. Conroy et al. state that ‘creating 
a positive and engaging classroom atmosphere is one of the most powerful tools teachers can 
use to encourage children's learning and prevent problem behaviours from occurring.’ 
It is one which fosters a nurturing and inclusive learning environment for all pupils when 
used effectively. With the formal setting of classrooms taken away during online learning, the 
authentic real-time praise that is a natural aspect of school life is also taken away. The nature 
of online learning is largely independent for students, and an unfamiliar learning environment 
from which they have become accustomed to. This enquiry therefore sought to provide 
written and audible praise in a digital learning environment, which would mirror elements of 
in-person classroom practice.  
 
This enquiry had two driving factors; the first was increasing pupil engagement in the digital 
classroom and the second, increasing pupil confidence within this digital setting. This was 
based on observations taken from pupils’ first six weeks of at-home online learning. The 
General Teaching Council for Scotland’s Standards for Registration was then taken into 
account, using 3.1.2: ‘use a range of communication methods, including a variety of media, 
to promote and develop positive relationships to motivate and sustain the interest and 
participation of all learners’. Sustaining positive relationships was particularly pertinent in 
times of online learning where the immediate and tangible link between pupil and teacher 
was removed. Also taken into consideration was the ethos of Equality and Inclusion 3.1 from 
How Good Is Our School? 4th Edition (HIGIOS); ‘we know and can demonstrate that all of 
our children and young people feel safe, healthy, achieving, nurtured, active, respected, 
responsible and included.’  
 
Dubois-Maahs states that:‘When students feel confident, the brain releases endorphins that 
trigger faster neurological connections. The increased cognition speed helps students think 
clearly and logically, which leads to improved problem-solving abilities. […] On the other 
hand, when students feel stress, their brains undergo neurological inhibition, placing mental 
blocks. This slows down their thought processes and is the root of anxiety and frustration.’  
It was therefore a key priority to strive for confidence and comfort within the digital 
classroom to ensure pupils were still capable of achieving success and reaching their full 
potential. 
 
Aims 
 



 
 
 

1. To increase the quality and quantity of work completed and submitted in the digital 
classroom. 

2. To increase pupil confidence with regards to online learning at home. 
 
Methodology 
 

• To gather initial data with regards to pupil confidence, an anonymous survey was 
conducted using Microsoft Forms, which asked pupils to rate their confidence with 
online learning on a scale of 0-10; 0 being not confident and 10 being extremely 
confident. The pupils were then asked to provide a comment explaining why they felt 
this way. This provided justification for their feelings which would inform further 
practice and online delivery.  

• Pupils would be assessed against the following success criteria for each of their 
assignments: 1. Complete all tasks set for the given day. 2. Submit the assignment 
before the deadline given. 3. Apply their best effort, completing their tasks to a high 
standard.  
The following criteria would also be subject to individual targets and expectations. By 
doing so, effort rather than intelligence would be rewarded as Dweck notes that ‘when 
students believe that ability is fixed, then they often devalue the importance of effort.’ 

• A virtual post card was then emailed to selected pupils who met their success criteria. 
The recipients received a link which would direct them to a short message and 
inspirational quote, alongside a video with audio feedback. These post cards were 
generic and stated that it was understood that working from home is not easy, but their 
effort was recognised. 

• Each day, an anonymised statement with the number of post cards delivered was 
made available and pupils were reminded of the success criteria. Keeping the 
recipients of post cards anonymous served two purposes: 1. To minimise competition 
between peers and instead focus on individual growth and 2. To provide a nurturing 
environment, eliminating the possibility of embarrassment among secondary pupils. 
(Conroy et al.) 

• To measure the effects of this inquiry, another anonymous survey was conducted 
using Microsoft Forms asking the same two questions: confidence rating and an 
explanation.  

 
Findings  
 
The initial data (see Appendix 1) collected from the survey indicated that from an average of 
8 pupils, confidence levels on a scale of -100 (negative) to +100 (positive), pupils felt largely 
negatively with a class score of -50. This was accompanied with reasonings (see Appendix 2) 
such as:  

“I learn better in the class” 
“most times I have no idea what I am doing and I get quite nervous about it”;  
“I’m lonely”.  



 
 
 
The average confidence rating for each individual was 5.5. Explanations also suggested that 
low confidence was a direct result of face-to-face learning being removed.  
 
Initially, the results of praise cards appeared to be effective in producing a steady growth in 
the quantity of pupils submitting assignments on time (see Appendices 4 & 5). In the first 16 
days, the number of students submitting assignments grew steadily from 8 on 01/02/21 to 14 
on 16/02/21; numbers gradually rose: 8, 9, 10, 14. The number of praise post cards sent out 
also increased in this time from 3 on 01/02/21 to 5 on 16/02/21, with numbers raising 
gradually throughout this time: 3, 4, 4, 5. On the 19/02/21 the number of on time submission 
decreased slightly from 14 to 13. However, the number of post cards sent rose from 5 to 6. 
This suggested that while engagement was potentially lowering again, the quality of work 
submitted was still improving. Engagement dropped significantly, with on-time submissions 
returning to their original number of 8 on 24/02/21. As a result, the number of post cards sent 
also decreased to 4. The last submission included in this enquiry showed a slight 
improvement from the original on-time submission number as it rose from 8-9, however, 
overall submissions dropped from 12-9.  
 
While the use of praise post cards seemed to have the initial success of increasing the number 
of pupils submitting work on time, overall, the number of submissions (including those which 
were late) decreased from 12 to 9. There was a period of significant increase towards the 
middle of this enquiry, overall submissions rising to 16 and 14 before decreasing again. This 
suggests the post cards provided an incentive to engage with online learning, however, this 
wasn’t effective enough to sustain engagement long-term. The post cards also did not have 
the desired effect as most post cards given were directed to the same small number of 
students who had been completing their assignments from the beginning; only a small 
number of post cards were sent to pupils who had not been completing work consistently.  
 
With regards to pupil confidence, praise post cards had no effect on the class as a whole. The 
exact same survey conducted at the end of the enquiry (see Appendices 6 &7) indicated that 
from an average of 6 pupils, the class score remained -50. However, there appeared to be an 
increase in the number of people rating their confidence at an 8/10, with half of participants 
choosing this score. The average individual confidence rating therefore rose from 5.5 to 5.8. 
This suggests that had engagement been higher, there was a potential for a confidence 
increase across the class. 
 
Conclusions 
 
The use of praise post cards appears to have had an initial effect by increasing engagement 
short-term. However, using these long term did not appear to have a meaningful effect. Due 
to the generic nature of such communication methods, pupils did not appear to have 
benefitted from this long-term as it did not provide personalised targets. The initial increase 
in submissions and quality of work did however suggest that the post cards provided 
motivation during a difficult time and had slight benefits to its use.  
 



 
 
 
Confidence in online learning was also not affected as a whole, with the average rating in the 
final questionnaire remaining the same as the initial questionnaire. This suggests that barriers 
to learning in the digital classroom still had a significant impact. This was made evident by 
pupil explanations for their confidence rating:  

“I don’t often have a high level of confidence, on the slim chance I do it’s normally 
while surrounded by my close friends.”  

Even those who rated themselves as mostly confident admitted to struggling or feeling 
confused with their online learning. The effects of face-to-face learning can therefore not be 
denied, with pupils feeling far more confident in a classroom setting with their peers and 
teacher.  
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
Despite digital praise post cards not having a long-term effect, it does not undervalue the 
importance of recognition of effort. Positive praise should be incorporated into the classroom 
ethos, whether face-to-face or online. Methods such as digital post cards could be used 
alongside various other methods of feedback such as instant verbal feedback, written 
feedback, and constant dialogue online and in the classroom to create a nurturing and 
productive learning environment. 
 
Using praise post cards particularly alongside individualised targets as markers of 
achievement could be considered for future practice. This could be used in a future online 
learning enquiry to measure the effects of praise in a more meaningful way and eliminate 
possibilities of praise cards appearing superficial or having a ‘novelty’ effect.   
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1: Survey 1, Confidence Rating 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix 2: Survey 1, Reasoning 



 
 
 

 
 
Appendix 3: Copy of Praise Post Card Sent  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix 4: Data Comparison  

 
 
 
 
Appendix 5: On-time vs. Late Data Comparison 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Appendix 6: Survey 2, Confidence Rating 
 

 
 
Appendix 7: Survey 2, Reasoning 
 



 
 
 

 


