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“Cheers to your engagement!” 
 

What happens to pupil engagement in online learning when a reward system is 
introduced? 

 
Jessica Bryce 

Group 1F 
 
 
 

Rationale  
As an educator, it is always of top priority to ensure that pupils are engaged in both teaching 
and learning. The importance of this has been emphasised numerous times by several 
accredited authors where the evidence of a strong relationship between engagement and 
academic success has been apparent (De Villiers and Werner, 2018). After moving to 
distance learning in January 2021 as a result of the Coronavirus pandemic, it became a key 
interest of mine to ensure high levels of pupil engagement when remote learning was the 
primary method of delivering education. This was partly due to the poor levels of 
engagement during the initial school closures in March of 2020. For the practitioner enquiry 
group and myself, we were all extremely interested in how we could encourage our pupils to 
become more involved in online learning. This motivation also stems from the underpinning 
of the National Improvement Framework (Scottish Government, 2020) and the requirement 
to ensure that educational equality is achieved (Scottish Attainment Challenge | Learning 
resources | National Improvement Hub, 2021). It was decided that introducing a rewards 
system would be an effective way to encourage pupil motivation and engagement, which 
would allow for the opportunity to “focus on actions that can be externally observed and 
extrinsically controlled” (Back and Allen, 2018). 
After conducting initial academic research, it was understood that by “introducing 
engagement-contingent rewards”… “the rewards are likely to be experienced as controlling 
the task behaviour” (Deci, Koestner and Ryan, 2001) something that was noted throughout 
the duration of this study. However, it was decided that for the purpose of this enquiry that 
extrinsic rewards were appropriate and measurable. 
 
Aims 
The aim of this enquiry was to investigate whether introducing an online reward system 
would encourage pupils to engage with three main elements of remote learning: 
 

1. Joining live lessons  
2. Uploading work to Teams 
3. Accessing Sumdog 

 
 
Methodology 
This enquiry was carried out from the 1st February 2021 for a duration of four weeks in a 
composite primary 4/5 class during the period of remote learning. In this section of the 
enquiry, data gathering methods will be discussed as a way of collating statistics. To measure 
pupil engagement accurately it was decided that the pupils had to complete three daily 
activities which could be recorded and compared. This meant that pupils could achieve a 
maximum of three points per day for taking part in the three separate activities. Within my 
school setting I had the opportunity to carry out live lessons each day where I was able to 
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take a register of pupils in attendance. This was heavily endorsed by the school as it was also 
in their interest to increase pupil engagement. The second criterion was that pupils had to 
upload their work on to the online platform to allow for marking and feedback. The third and 
final criterion was that pupils should access Sumdog for at least ten minutes each day. This is 
because Sumdog tracks pupil progress and engagement with live running totals. The resource 
is familiar to and enjoyable for pupils and is a local authority priority within North 
Lanarkshire Council. 
 
It was decided in conjunction with the school Senior Management Team that if a pupil 
achieved more than 12 points per week that they would become one of the ‘Stars of the 
Week’. They would then receive an online certificate displaying their achievement and a 
congratulatory text would sent to the adults at home informing them of their child’s hard 
work. This was also done to boost parental involvement and encourage them to continue to 
support their child’s engagement in online learning. 
The reward chart was posted on the class Teams page to allow pupils to see their rewards and 
to encourage those who were not taking part. The chart was clear and appealing to the pupils 
so that it was easy for them to view at a glance.  
 
The first week of the enquiry was treated as ‘normal’ where no changes or rewards were 
introduced. The purpose of this first week was to be used as a control to gather initial pupil 
engagement figures prior to this enquiry. The following three weeks would serve as the 
chosen amount of time to review engagement collectively alongside the reward system to 
allow for accurate results. 
 
 
Findings 
The class engagement figures were somewhat consistent throughout the duration of the 
enquiry. It is evident from looking at Figure 1 that engagement in live lessons was 
significantly higher in comparison to the other two areas (uploading work and accessing 
Sumdog). This could be a result of the face-to-face nature of the live lessons which motivated 
children to participate and join in.  
Looking at Figure 1 also emphasises the general decline in overall engagement in all three 
areas. The percentage of engagement in live lessons slowly decreased over the duration of the 
enquiry. However, the percentage of engagement in pupils uploading work and accessing 
Sumdog dramatically declined over the four-week study. 
The first week of the study where no reward system was in place shows higher levels of 
engagement in all three areas, contradicting the hoped outcome for the enquiry. 
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Figure 2: 'Stars of the Week' Pupil Questionnaire 

 
After completing the four-week study, a questionnaire was sent out to gather pupil feedback 
about the online reward system. The questionnaire gathered extremely positive feedback 
which states that the children preferred online learning with the reward system in place. 
However, only four pupils responded and completed the form meaning these results only 
reflect the views of a specific amount of children and not an accurate account of all who were 
accessing online learning. 
  
 
Conclusions  
In conclusion, I believe that introducing a reward system during online learning did not 
increase pupil engagement significantly in all areas.  
I therefore believe it is fair to summarise that the reward system acted mainly as a motivator 
for the children who were already engaging with online learning on a daily basis. This is 
because the data highlights that those children enjoyed the system and believe it did boost 
their engagement. However, it is also clear from the data that it did not encourage inactive 
children to participate in at least one or all of the criterion areas. Ultimately, this study 
emphasised to me how imperative it is for parents to be intrinsically involved in all aspects of 
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their children’s education. Remote learning presented many struggles for families with 
children in education and naturally, it required increased support and encouragement from 
adults at home (Bubb and Jones, 2020). It is understood that this is simply not always 
possible, and we must always be mindful of the child’s situation at home.  
Having said this, I thoroughly enjoyed implementing this reward system through our online 
platform and I do believe that it was beneficial for the pupils who were able to participate in 
all areas of online learning. It also helped to create a sense of consistency and familiarity for 
the children during this turbulent time.  
 
 
Implications for Further Practice 
Going forward with my practice I will continue to create and implement ways of increasing 
pupil engagement within the classroom. Understanding the differences between physical 
classroom engagement and online engagement is important for educators to note, due to their 
extremely opposing environments. I believe it will be easier to monitor and observe pupil 
engagement when back in the school setting, as I will be imparting the majority of the input 
for their learning on a daily basis and the environment will be more consistent for all learners. 
This will also allow me to observe pupil behaviour and gauge their responses to the relevant 
reward system in place, something that was challenging throughout remote learning as not all 
children carried out the questionnaire. 
 
The process and results from this study will also be shared with all members of staff within 
my school setting to inform any future practice for remote learning should it arise. It will be 
noted going forward that this form of reward system did not encourage inactive children to 
engage at all, and relevant changes could be made depending on the nature of the learning 
environment. It is from here that we must question what the nature of support needs are for 
all children. From undertaking this study it is clear to myself as a practitioner that some types 
of online learning are more suited to educational aims than others. Identifying these aims in 
alignment with individual school policies should be addressed in future if children are to 
engage more fully.  
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