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Rationale 

During the recent COVID-19 pandemic, schools have faced periods of closure with teaching 
being moved from the physical in-classroom environment to online. A major challenge facing 
the teaching profession has been how to motivate children to engage in online learning. In a 
survey conducted by the National Foundation for Educational Research in May 2020, it was 
found that teachers in England were in regular contact with around 60% of their pupils during 
online learning, with only 42% of their pupils submitting their most recently-assigned work 
(Lucas, Nelson & Sims, 2020). It has also been highlighted that children from well-off 
backgrounds are likely to spend more time engaging in online learning activities than those 
from poorer backgrounds (Andrew et al., 2020; Cullinane and Montacute, 2020) which could 
further widen the attainment gap between children from high-income families and low-
income families (Sosu and Ellis, 2014). Taking into account these recent engagement 
statistics and their potential impact, particularly on children from poorer families, it is clear 
that finding ways to encourage children to participate in online learning is vital. 

Studies have shown the impact that reward systems can have on classroom management and 
motivation. In a 1985 study by Pfiffner, Rosén, and O’Leary, it was found that positive 
reinforcement in the form of praise alone was not effective in increasing pupil’s ‘on-task’ 
behaviour, however when a reward system was implemented engagement in these behaviours 
improved and remained consistent. Alfie Kohn (1999) has suggested that those who are more 
intrinsically motivated will perform better in school. Indeed, both Kohn (1999) and Deci, 
Koestner and Ryan (2001) have argued that using extrinsic rewards in the classroom can 
negatively impact children’s intrinsic motivation. Judy Cameron (2001) opposes this view, 
stating that extrinsic rewards used appropriately in the classroom can have a positive effect 
on both student motivation and performance. As of yet, there has been little academic 
research documenting the effects of using a reward system on student engagement in online 
learning. This enquiry chose to focus its research on this area, particularly in light of the 
current, unprecedented situation. 

Aims 

The aim of the enquiry was to assess the impact of an online reward system on online 
learning engagement.  

Methodology 

An online reward system was introduced for children in a Primary 1 class of 15 pupils. A 
control week was utilised the week prior to the reward system being introduced to identify a 
baseline result. In the control week, the number of children who were online on Microsoft 
Teams, uploaded work to Microsoft Teams and spent at least 10 minutes on Sumdog (an 
educational learning app) each day was recorded. The reward system was then put in place 
for the next 3 weeks. A visual reward chart was created (Appendix 1.) and a point system was 
shared with the children so that they knew how to gain points. Points were given per day as 
follows: 

• 1 point for being online on Teams/in school. 
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• 1 point for each item of work uploaded to Teams. Children were asked to upload 3 
tasks per day so a maximum of 3 points were awarded. Children who completed 
tasks in school were awarded a maximum of 3 points. 

• 1 point for spending at least 10 minutes on Sumdog. 
• 1 point for completing the ‘daily challenge’ (a challenge was posted each morning 

for the children to take part in). 

Those with the most points at the end of the week were announced as the ‘Star(s) of the 
Week’ and received a certificate and a personal message from the class teacher. The 
children’s points started back at zero at the beginning of each week. 

Data was collected using a variety of methods. The ‘Insights’ app on Microsoft Teams was 
used to identify how many children had been online each day, while communication with 
colleagues was utilised to ascertain how many children had been in school. The children 
uploaded work into folders on Teams that were checked daily and the number of children 
uploading all 3 tasks was recorded. Reports on Sumdog were used to record data on the 
number of children who had played on Sumdog for at least 10 minutes each day, while a 
record was kept of how many children had participated in the ‘daily challenge’. Near the end 
of the enquiry, a questionnaire was created and distributed to pupils to gain an insight into 
their opinions of the reward system (Appendix 2). 

Findings 

Children Online on Teams / In school: 

 
Data collected showed that the reward system did not encourage more children to be online 
or in school. In the control week, the average number of children active each day either on 
Teams or in school was 11. In week 1 of the reward chart being introduced, this number 
dropped to 10.6 on average. Week 2 saw an average of 7 children active each day, followed 
by an average of 9.4 in week 3.  

Children Uploading All 3 Tasks / Completing Tasks in School: 
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Data showed that the introduction of the reward system did not affect the number of children 
uploading all 3 tasks each day. In the control week, the average number of children uploading 
all 3 tasks each day was 8.4. This increased slightly to 9.4 in week 1, before falling to 7 in 
week 2 and 8 in week 3. There is, however, an increase in the number of children uploading 
all 3 tasks on a Friday after the reward system was introduced. On the Friday of the control 
week, 5 children uploaded all 3 tasks. After the reward system was introduced, this number 
increased to 9 in week 1, 7 in week 2 and 6 in week 3. 

Daily Challenge Uptake: 

 
The Daily Challenge was specifically designed to increase engagement and was thus 
inexistent during the control week. The average number of children completing the Daily 
Challenge remained consistent across weeks 1-3. In week 1, the data shows an average of 7 
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children completing the daily challenge each day, with this average dropping slightly to 6.5 in 
Week 2, and rising again slightly to 7.6 in Week 3.  

Sumdog Uptake: 

 
This data shows a clear increase in the number of children taking part in Sumdog for at least 
10 minutes each day after the reward chart was introduced. Data from the control week shows 
that an average of 2 children played Sumdog for at least 10 minutes each day across the 
week. This number then increased to an average of 5.2 children in Week 1, an average of 6 
children in Week 2, and an average of 6.4 children in Week 3. 

Questionnaire: 

Out of a possible 15, 8 children from the class completed the questionnaire (Appendix 2.). 
Findings were as follows: 

Question Yes Sometimes No 
Did you enjoy taking 
part in our reward 
system? 

7 1 0 

Did the reward chart 
help you to try your 
very best in your 
tasks? 

6 2 0 

Did the reward chart 
make you want to 
play Sumdog more 
often? 

6 1 1 

Did you enjoy 
completing our daily 
challenges? 

8 0 0 
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Question I enjoyed online learning 
better with the reward chart. 

I enjoyed online learning 
better without the reward 

chart. 
Did you enjoy online 
learning better with the 
reward chart or without the 
reward chart? 

7 1 

 

The responses from the questionnaire were positive in favour of the reward system. Most 
children enjoyed taking part and preferred online learning with the reward chart to learning 
without the reward chart. Most children also reported that the reward chart encouraged them 
to try their best in their assigned tasks and to play on Sumdog. All children that responded 
reported that they enjoyed taking part in the daily challenges posted on Teams. 

Conclusions 

With the addition of the reward chart during online learning, some improvements can be 
seen. For example, the average number of children taking part in Sumdog for more than 10 
minutes each day more than doubled with the introduction of the reward system and 
continued to increase throughout the remainder of the enquiry. This is reflected in the 
responses gained from the questionnaire, which highlighted that most children were 
encouraged by the reward chart to take part in Sumdog. While the daily challenge was not in 
place during the control week, the number of children on average each week that engaged 
with the challenge remained consistent and all children that completed the questionnaire 
reported that they enjoyed taking part. 

Some indicators, however, were not impacted by the introduction of the reward system. The 
number of children online on Teams was in fact higher in the control week than in subsequent 
weeks in the enquiry where the reward system was in place. Similarly, the average number of 
children uploading all 3 tasks each day was not greatly affected. The enquiry did, however, 
see a particular increase in the number of children uploading all 3 tasks on a Friday after the 
reward system was introduced. Therefore, while the enquiry did not see a substantial change 
in the weekly average of children submitting work, an improvement was seen in the number 
of children submitting work right the way through to the end of the week. This is in spite of 
potential weariness or the novelty wearing off after their initial enthusiasm. 

Implications for Future Practice 

Results from the enquiry suggest that introducing an online reward system does not impact 
the number of children logging onto an online learning platform or submitting work during 
online learning, therefore this may not be the best way to encourage children to engage in 
these activities. 

The reward chart, however, did see success in encouraging children to engage in Sumdog. 
This may be due to the children finding this task more intrinsically enjoyable, encouraging 
the children to continue to play more often. This could also be down to the fact that this is a 
task that children can complete predominantly independently, while engaging in online 
learning platforms and submitting work would require more adult support, particularly with 
Primary 1-aged children. This enquiry suggests that practitioners should utilise educational 
games which children can play independently within online learning to encourage children to 
participate. 
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It is important to take into consideration that these results are based on a very small sample of 
Primary 1 aged children. In order to determine significant results, this enquiry suggests that 
further research should be carried out using a much larger sample size across a range of 
school stages.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Online Reward Chart. 



 

Rachel Cain Group 1F 8 

 
Appendix 2. Class Questionnaire 
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