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Rationale 
The work of Alan McLean on the motivated school argues that, “The most powerful 
motivation for learning comes from inside.” If this statement is to be accepted, how do we as 
teachers motivate pupils to achieve their full potential? With a clear focus of the Scottish 
government being to narrow the achievement gap, it is key that we do not have an ‘opt-out’ 
culture within our classrooms. The work of Dylan Wiliam through ‘The Classroom 
Experiment’ highlights the importance of participation and engagement. Wiliam states, 
“Smart is not something you are. Smart is something you get.” 
I was particularly interested in a TED Talks video given by Beth Hennessey, a Psychology 
Professor, where she argued that motivation and creativity go hand in hand. Given the nature 
of my subject (music) I was particularly interested in the theory that motivation and creativity 
begin to dwindle over the time spent in school and therefore, intrinsic self-motivation is key 
to ensuring that creativity is not stifled.  
 
Aims 
McLean states, “The best teachers create a learning context that maximises the chances of 
students developing interests and removes the conditions that act as constraints.”  
It was the groups aim to investigate whether or not ‘Praise for Effort’ can be used as a 
potential tool to create the best learning context for pupils to achieve their potential and 
identify whether or not this has a positive effect on pupil engagement and motivation for all 
learners in the class.  
 
Methodology  
Working with a second year music class of twenty pupils, I observed pupil activity as their 
teacher and the impact that my use of deliberate praise for effort had on their motivation and 
engagement. I focused my enquiry on two particular points within the lessons; questioning 
and behaviour during practical work.  
 
The evidence which formed this enquiry were gathered through the following four enquiry 
methods: 

- Observation of pupil activity as a teacher 
- Marking pupils’ work 
- Questioning in the classroom 



- Pupil Voice/ Discussion 
Due to the nature of the four enquiry methods chosen as a group, most of the findings were 
generated through teacher observation and some findings through pupil voice.  
 
Firstly, when asking pupils questions, I used a variety of tools to select pupils for answering 
(hands up, random questioning from the teacher, and discussion prior to answering.) When a 
pupil who would not normally give an answer offered one (whether voluntarily or not) they 
were praised for answering out loud. I then observed the impact that then had on others 
within the classroom. 
I also observed pupils behaviour during practical work and on a number of occasions, noted 
the impact that ‘praise for effort’ within this setting had on both that pupils’ work and 
engagement and the engagement of the class as a whole. 
 
A key moment in my enquiry was when I held discussions with pupils asking them for 
feedback on a variety of issues that were coming out of my professional reading. I asked 
them for comments on the following points: 

- The impact of praise for answering out when being questioned by a teacher 
- The impact of a teacher ‘shouting’ on a pupils’ behaviour 
- The use of ‘comments’ when marking pupils’ work 

 
Findings 
In a practical subject such as music, there is often a lot of time spent on individual or small 
group work. Without the intrinsic motivation highlighted by Hennessey, as stated above, 
pupils can quite often choose the easier ‘opt-out’ option, ultimately leading to poorer 
behaviour.  
When discussing the topic of ‘shouting’ with pupils, frequently occurring comments 
included: 

- “Shouting makes you more angry” 
- “Shouting makes you shout back” 
- “Shouting makes me laugh” 
- “It’s funny when a teacher shouts” 
- “It depends on who shouts” 

This was an initial indication that a more positive, praise-filled approach would enhance 
pupils’ learning. I then adopted such an approach in the following lesson and this lead to 
three pupils who often find it difficult to concentrate, focus or engage with the practical work 
given, engaging more with the task.  
 
Questioning was another key focus of mine during this enquiry and it was something that 
pupils were very mixed on. On one hand, some adopted the stance that being praised would 
lead you to want to answer more. However, I also held discussions with very shy pupils who 
would inevitably fit into the category of ‘not wanting to answer out’ and they were very much 
against this as it would draw unwanted attention towards them. 
 



Finally, the other focus of the group was on teachers’ marking and whether or not a comment 
of ‘praise for effort’ is more important to pupils than the number of ticks on the page. Most 
pupils admitted to focusing more on the amount of ticks and the overall mark achieved. 
However, some said that they would prefer teachers to give more in depth comments and that 
the focus of these should be more positive than negative. 
 
Conclusions 
The main conclusion drawn from this enquiry is that pupils do like to be praised for the effort 
that they make. However, I do believe it is important not to make pupils feel good about their 
lack of progress. 
I think that praise used at the correct moment and with the correct pupil in mind, can have a 
positive effect on them and the wider class as well. Particularly during practical work, praise 
for effort certainly allowed pupils to work to their maximum and it did not stifle creativity.  
 
Implications for Future Practice 
By carrying out this investigation I have been reminded of the wealth of study into this area 
of pedagogy. Going forward in my career, I am definitely going to use ‘praise for effort’ as a 
tool to create the positive learning context identified by McLean.  
I would also like to investigate further the work of Dylan Wiliam and the impact of praise for 
effort in the context of questioning techniques. I believe more practice at a variety of 
questioning techniques is required to enable me to reach a point where all learners are 
engaged and motivated to learn. 
 
Bibliography  
Mclean, Alan. The Motivated School. London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2003. 
 
Dweck, Carol. “Praise the effort, not the outcome? Think again” TES. 29th January 2016. 
 
Dweck, Carol. “Praise for Intelligence Can Undermine Children’s Motivation and 
Performance. Columbia University. 22nd December 1997. 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v2eRnhBvI_I 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J25d9aC1GZA  
 

 


