
Exploring the effects of using reward systems to increase pupil engagement 
Group 2G – Kerr D 
 
Rationale 
 
Maintaining pupil engagement during lessons is a challenge faced by all educators. Robinson 
and Hullinger (2008) state it is the responsibility of pupils to engage in the learning process, 
but it is the teacher's responsibility to create an environment that fosters pupil engagement 
and overcomes the challenges faced by pupils. It is evidently found that online learning 
proves to be further challenging for all educators compared to face-to-face learning. Levy 
(2007) discovered that there are higher dropout rates for online courses. This is supported by 
the findings of Lucas, Nelson and Sims (2019) as they found during remote learning, teachers 
remain in contact with sixty percent of their pupils, but over ninety percent of teachers 
believe that their pupils are doing less work than they should be doing if they were in school. 
With student engagement being vital for their success (Reyes et al., 2012), pupil engagement 
and academic performances can be enhanced through how teachers promote classroom 
interactions (Pianta, La Paro & Hamre, 2008). One such method is using a Secret Student 
reward to promote positive behaviour and encourage children to participate in their own 
learning. With this reward, a Secret Student is selected at random each day. All pupils are 
unaware of when they are Secret Student, which encourages them to engage regularly and 
demonstrate positive online behaviours. If a child achieves the targets of Secret Student, they 
are told the following day on their live lesson and provided with a certificate to further 
promote positive behaviour and pupil engagement throughout remote learning. 
 
Aims 
 
The aims of the enquiry were to: 

• Encourage children in a Primary 4/5 class to engage with online learning by 
implementing a ‘Secret Student’ reward system. 
 

Methodology 
 
This practitioner enquiry was carried out daily for four weeks during remote live learning 
lessons in a Primary 4/5 class consisting of 25 children. This enquiry included all children; 
however, some of the class failed to engage with remote learning throughout this period.  
 
The enquiry focused on identifying the difference between pupil engagement throughout 
remote learning, before and after a daily Secret Student reward was introduced as a method of 
encouraging pupil engagement. Before introducing this reward system, insights, a Microsoft 
Teams programme, was used to record pupil engagement, attendance at live lessons, and 
work completed for two weeks. Furthermore, a survey was completed by all pupils engaging 
in lessons to record their thoughts on remote learning.  
 
After two weeks, the Secret Student reward system was introduced to all pupils. Secret 
Student was explained to all pupils, and pupils were aware that they must engage with their 
live lessons and online work to become a Secret Student. Examples of engagement were 
clearly outlined to all pupils. Some of these included presenting work, submitting work to 
assignments, answering or asking questions and engaging in class discussions. After 
introducing this reward system, a Secret Student was selected at random every morning; if 
the Secret Student completed their assignments, attended their live lessons and engaged with 



files on Microsoft Teams, they would be told the following day and be provided with a 
certificate. If a Secret Student failed to do any of the requirements, they weren't told to 
encourage them to try to be a Secret Student continually and prevent the enforcement of 
negative behaviour.  
 
During the four-week block of introducing Secret Student, evidence was gathered through:  
• Class Surveys – getting the children's opinions of remote learning and Secret Student 
• Attendance at live lessons 
• Work submitted on assignments 
• Insights was used to record engagement across Teams. 
 
At the end of the final questionnaire, children could provide comments on their remote 
learning thoughts and the Secret Student reward system. This provided the children with a 
voice to provide valuable feedback about the introduction of this system and how it affected 
their engagement during remote learning.  
 
Findings 
 
The graph below shows the percentage of children who attended live lessons, completed 
assignments and engaged with teams daily. Weeks 1 and 2 are before Secret Student was 
introduced to the children, whereas Weeks 3 and 4 are after Secret Student's introduction. 
 

  
 
The graph above shows that attendance, the completion of assignments and pupil engagement 
with Microsoft Teams improved drastically compared to Week 1, and there was a small 
improvement from Week 2. It is evident from this information that the Secret Student reward 
had a positive impact on the pupils.  
 
As a result of introducing Secret Student to improve pupil engagement throughout remote 
learning, the children were further motivated to attend their live lessons, and their enjoyment 
of home learning increased, which is demonstrated in the graph below. The graph below is 
the percentage of children who found remote learning enjoyable, engaging, or that Secret 
Student motivated them to engage online.  
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Both graphs have illustrated that using Secret Student as a reward system has been hugely 
influential in maintaining and improving pupil engagement throughout remote learning. 
Furthermore, children were also asked to provide responses on how they now felt about 
remote learning since Secret Student has been introduced.  
 
Children's responses included:  
• "I think it's good the way it is now."  
• "I really enjoy being Secret Student, thank you."  
• "I now enjoy home learning, but I miss going to school." 
 
Again, these comments have emphasised that the Secret Student reward system has been 
beneficial for pupil engagement and learning throughout remote learning.  
 
Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, this enquiry's findings highlight a clear benefit of using a Secret Student 
reward system during remote learning in terms of maintaining and increasing pupil 
engagement. The use of a Secret Student reward showed an increase in pupil engagement, 
completed work and enjoyment when learning from home.  
 
The results of this enquiry suggest reinforcing positive behaviour, providing children with 
clear expectations and the chance of a reward can enhance pupil engagement whilst providing 
a better learning experience for pupils. The children who were less likely to attend lessons or 
engage on Microsoft Teams became more willing to participate in their learning experiences, 
which, as stated by Reyes et al., (2012), is vital for them to be successful throughout their 
education.  
 
I believe the use of a Secret Student reward can be beneficial across all levels and learning 
approaches. I think this system would also increase pupil engagement within the classroom as 
well as online learning; however, due to this only being introduced in a small time period, I 
am cautious that once students have won Secret Student, a problem may arise if they know 
they can't become it again until everyone in the class has been a Secret Student. To combat 

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80

Do you enjoy remote
learning?

Do you find remote learning
engaging?

Has Secret Student
motivated you to engage

online?

Survey Answers

Before Secret Student After Secret Student



this, I would encourage any educator using this system to pick randomly and keep a record of 
all Secret Students to provide fairness but maintain the secret. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
As a result, from having some success throughout implementing a Secret Student and the 
pupils returning to school, I plan to continue to use this to encourage pupil engagement and 
promote positive behaviour and levels of engagement within the classroom. However, other 
factors must be considered as there are many external factors into how engaged a pupil may 
be or how well a pupil behaves daily. To combat this, it is essential to involve the pupils in 
this process by including themed Secret Students. Throughout remote learning, a Secret 
Student theme remained around a popular game amongst all pupils, ‘Among Us’. I am aware 
that pupils’ interests and opinions will change across a term due to differing motivations with 
age, curricular areas and gender-related differences (Baram-Tsabari & Yarden, 2005). 
Therefore, it is vital to consistently change this reward to match pupils’ interests to maintain 
this rewards benefits. 
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