
	

	

 

 
What happens when the teacher uses praise for effort in the classroom? 
  
Laura Irvine  
 
Group 4D  
 
Rationale  
Everyone in the enquiry group agreed that this was a very positive enquiry to conduct in both 
primary and secondary schools. A high number of children in my class need constant 
encouragement to maintain working to their full potential. Dweck, C.S. states that “The 
wrong kind of praise creates self-defeating behaviour. The right kind motivates students to 
learn”.  
I believed that this would impact upon self -esteem, engagement and motivation by 
supporting (scaffolding) learning and thus improving pupil confidence. McClean, A. states 
that “It is not possible for all students to be the best, encouraging students to concentrate on 
achieving their personal best will be important for student self-esteem.” This enquiry also 
links to growth mind-set and the school improvement plan as they are part of the North 
Lanarkshire Council CanCan Nurture Approach that is part of the Scottish Attainment 
Challenge to achieve pupil equity. Dweck, states that “no matter what your ability is, effort is 
what ignites that ability and turns it into accomplishment.”   

 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to use a planned and structured approach to measure the impact 
that praise has on children’s learning, overall participation in class and individual written 
work tasks.    
 
Methodology  
 The enquiry was conducted from the 6th of February until the 8th of March 2017, in a primary 
three class containing twenty-eight pupils. Before starting the enquiry, a whole class survey 
was conducted titled “How do you feel?” There was a variety of different questions such as 
“do you like putting up your hand to give an answer? How would you feel if you were told 
‘well done’ just for trying your best?” The children answered these questions by putting a 
green, amber or red face. Although all children in the class receive praise for effort, after the 
survey, a focus group of six children was chosen, three able and three more able children who 
would benefit most from being part of this enquiry. The enquiry was carried out during 
literacy on a Monday and Tuesday. In week one the usual amount of verbal praise was given 
to the children during observations. To gather evidence, children’s jotter work was 
photocopied and it was recorded if they had completed all tasks correctly in the given time. In 
week two there was an increased amount of verbal praise given to the children for effort in all 



	

	

curricular areas but specifically in literacy. The praise wasn’t just given for completing all 
tasks correctly, praise was given for particular things that related to the individual for 
example using a ruler to underline when they don’t normally, if they had remembered to 
write their learning intention or do their self-assessment and if they had tried hard or done 
well with their reading task. The impact verbal praise had on the children was recorded and 
literacy jotters were photocopied for evidence. In week 3 increased amount of verbal praise 
continued and praise stars were introduced. Praise stars are little gold stars that were stuck to 
a child’s desk if they were participating or trying their best in tasks (see fig 1.) It was 
recorded if these stars had any impact on the child or those sitting next to the child. Again, 
children’s written tasks were photocopied for evidence. In week four praise stars were 
continued as the children responded very well to them, alongside using achievement stickers 
and written feedback. Written feedback was given during the lesson and it was also there for 
the children to read the next day. It was recorded how the several different types of praise 
impacted the children’s participation, effort and success in literacy.  
Fig.1 

  

Findings  
The findings revealed that giving praise for effort has a significant impact on a child’s 
participation and work in class, but more importantly it boosts their confidence and keeps 
them engaged. In weeks one and two the quieter children still weren’t participating as much 
in group or class discussions but in weeks three and four they became a lot more involved in 
group discussions. The use of praise stars proved to be the most effective use of praise in my 
class as the children instantly responded to this and it reflected in their jotter work. If a child 
received a praise star it also had a positive impact on the children sitting next to this child.  
Receiving praise during literacy encouraged the children to put more effort and pride into 
their tasks. For some children in the focus group, praise for effort enabled them to complete 
all tasks to a high standard. However for others receiving praise for effort meant that they 
didn’t always finish their task but there was a significant improvement in their work as the 
weeks progressed. This evidence was found in their jotter work as I compared children’s 
work on a weekly basis throughout this enquiry. As the praise increased, children’s work 
ethic, motivation and success in tasks increased.  
Analysis of the children’s attitude to receiving different form of praise for effort identified 
that praise stars were the children’s favourite form of praise, nearly 61%, compared to written 
feedback at only 10% (see fig.2). When asked if receiving praise for effort encourages 
children to do their best 75 % voted always which was evident in child’s learning (see fig.3).  
Fig.2.  



	

	

 
 
Fig 3.

 
  
Conclusions  
 
The impact of using praise for effort had a significant impact on all children in the focus 
group and also with the whole class. The different forms of praise affected how the children 
participated and worked in Literacy. Findings proved that the most effect form of praise was 
praise stars. This was perhaps due to the fact that the star was visible to the children 
throughout the whole week as it was stuck to their table, it was a constant reminder of the 
praise they received for effort.  
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	What	form	of	praise	do	you	like	best?	

75%	

17.80%	

8%	

Does	receiving	praise	for	effort	from	the	teacher	encourage	
you	to	do	your	best?		

Always		 Some6mes		 Never	



	

	

 
Implications for Future Practice  
From the beginning it became apparent that the children responded very well to receiving 
praise for effort. When the enquiry was completed, I increased my initial amount of praise 
and positive feedback as I could see the benefits of this. However a number of children went 
back to their previous work rates when the increased praise wasn’t given i.e. not completing 
tasks or not working to their full potential. This raised the further question, do children only 
put effort into their work if they will be rewarded for it? Implications for future practice 
would be to continue the use of praise stars and link this to class behaviour strategies for 
example receiving Dojo points for earning a praise star.  
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