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Rationale  

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought unprecedented challenges to the world of education. 
Eyles (2020) suggests, “Evidence from unexpected temporary school closures and reduced 
instruction time suggests school closures will reduce educational achievement, both in the 
short and long term.”  In light of further school closures, the need for quality remote learning 
in order to prevent the widening of the attainment gap is clear. This enquiry will form a focus 
around the engagement of pupils in online learning and whether or not the introduction of a 
reward system would promote higher levels of engagement. The ‘Secret Student’ reward 
system would be used for this enquiry. The children in the class would be made aware that 
one student had been chosen at random as our Secret Student. The incentive behind this 
system is the anonymity of the Secret Student and the notion that it could be anyone in the 
class. If the elected pupil were deemed to have worked to the best of their ability and 
completed tasks to a high standard, then they would be eligible for a prize at the end of the 
week. Wiliams (2012) states that the implementation of such a system is an effective way of 
encouraging children to be accountable for their own behaviour and helping them to work 
well in the hope of receiving an award.  
 

 

Aims  

The aims of this enquiry were to: 
 

- Encourage children to engage with remote learning by implementing an anonymous 
reward system  

- Discover whether or not this reward system would not only encourage children to 
engage, but submit more tasks as a result 

 

Methodology  

The enquiry was conducted over a four-week period in a primary 3 class. Due to the return of 
some pupils to school, one of the weeks was in class and not online. This enquiry would 
focus on the engagement of four children, formed due to their ability group within the class. 
The group normally consists of seven children, however, three of these pupils were working 
within the school setting, so it would not have been appropriate to count their engagement 
data toward the outcome of this paper. Both qualitative and quantitative data was collected 
for this enquiry. Data would be collected in a variety of ways: 
 

1) The children would be given a questionnaire at the beginning of the enquiry, 
and then one at the end, to compare their thoughts on if a reward system had 
an impact on their own engagement.  



2) The number of tasks uploaded would form part of the data set. This would 
hopefully give an indication on the direct effect the Secret Student reward 
system had on engagement. Only tasks uploaded for Numeracy and Literacy 
would be considered, and the number of tasks would be compared between the 
Wednesday and Thursday of each week, as the Secret Student would begin on 
a Thursday.  

3) Verbal accounts from pupils would also contribute to the finding of the 
enquiry.  

4) Finally, the overall standard of work uploaded and completed would be 
considered.  

 
It is important to note that although this enquiry has a focus on engagement of online 
learning, the final week took place in class as Primary 3 children returned to school in 
February.   
 

 

 

Findings  

At the beginning of the enquiry, the children who formed the focus group, were each given a 
questionnaire to fill out in order to gather their thoughts on home learning. The questionnaire 
contained three questions: 
 

1) How do you like learning from home? 
2) How do you think you are doing with your home learning? 
3) Where do you think you learn better, home or school? 

 
The responses highlighted the fact that while the children said they liked learning from home, 
all of them stated they learn better at school as opposed to home.  
At the end of the enquiry period, the children were issues with the same questionnaire, 
however, two questions were added: 
 

1) Did the Secret Student award encourage you to submit all of your tasks? 
2) Did you feel more encouraged knowing there was a reward? 

 
The results of the second questionnaire clearly showed that the children saw the Secret 
Student prize as a motivating factor in the engagement of online learning, as all of the 
children answered positively to both of the new questions, thus reinforcing the claim of 
Wiliam (2012).  
 
The notion that a reward system has a positive impact on can also be supported through pupil 
feedback received when the children returned to school. When asked about the Secret Student 
reward system, one student noted, “It was really good an made me want to complete all my 
work!”. Another child stated that, “I wish we could do the Secret Student every day!” These 
responses suggest a very positive outlook to the reward system. On the other hand, though, 
another child said, “If I win the Secret Student, does that mean I don’t need to try as hard 



next week?” This response highlights a drawback of the way the system was implemented 
and offers thought on how to modify the Secret Student.  
Over the four-week period, the number of tasks uploaded onto the online platform ‘Seesaw’ 
for Literacy and Numeracy was monitored. The Secret Student award would begin on a 
Thursday, so the work uploaded on this day would be compared with the Wednesday each 
week. Figure 1 shows the results of this part of the enquiry. The results highlight the fact that 
on each week, when comparing the number of tasks uploaded on the Wednesday and 
Thursday, there was an increase.  
 
Figure 1  

 
 
Each week, an increase of two tasks was observed from the children considered for the 
enquiry. For context, it is important to note that the children involved in the study uploaded 
most tasks assigned for the duration of the period of remote learning, meaning that an 
increase of two tasks per week could be considered as significant. Therefore, it is safe to 
assume that the introduction of the Secret Student reward system had a positive impact on the 
engagement of online learning, as the number of tasks uploaded increased on the day it was 
used.  
 

Conclusion 

While this study was somewhat small scale, the evidence it provides is clear. From positive 
pupil feedback, to number of tasks uploaded evidence shows the implementation of Secret 
Student has had positive impact on children’s online learning engagement. 
 

Implications for Future Practice  



This enquiry highlighted the benefit that a reward system can have on the engagement of 
online learning, and while it seems that we will not be returning to this form of input, I firmly 
believe that the positive impact can be replicated within the classroom. The children get 
excited at the prospect of being the nominated student and are eager to improve their work at 
this time.  
 
However, going forward there are changes I feel would need to be made. Firstly, the Secret 
Student system will need to last for the full week in order to prevent the children feeling like 
they should work to the best of their ability only on specific days. Furthermore, I feel it will 
be important to introduce a more class-wide reward to encourage the children to work 
cooperatively and toward a common goal (Marshall, 2012). The prize being individualised 
can disincentivise the winner of the award in the sense that they know it is unlikely they will 
win on the following weeks.  
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