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Rationale  
Understanding what motivates students to persevere in their learning is not a new endeavour.  
The work of Carol Dweck (1999) has contributed much to the discussion of how much innate 
talent is required in learning, versus a determined attitude and sustained effort in learning. In 
other words, whether someone is of a fixed or growth mindset.  Dweck’s point of view is if 
you use praise for what a learner is (e.g. talented musician or sports person) then they are 
more likely to be cautious and unadventurous.  Alternatively, if you direct praise towards a 
learner’s effort then a persistent approach to challenge is cultivated and an increased 
possibility of achievement.  
  
In the How Good Is Our School 4 (HGIOS 4) document, QI 2.3, schools and teachers are 
asked to reflect upon the quality of teaching and, therefore, the quality of learner feedback.  
This being an aspect of the school improvement plan, I wanted to focus on a specific element 
of feedback through the use of praise.  What significance does praise have on a student’s 
effort when confronted with challenge and how does the student engage with their work after 
receiving praise?   
  
Aims  
Does praise have any significance on pupil effort?  
Do praising pupils for effort impact on their engagement in the work/lesson?  
  
Methodology  
Schools are seeking evidence-based strategies that will motivate students in their learning 
(Wright, 2012, p.1).  Within this area of educational research, teacher praise, is seen as one 
tool that can be a powerful motivator for students (Carter, Magill, Shuster and Villeda, 2016, 
p.1).  However, for praise to be effective in cultivating a persistent approach to learning, it 
must highlight a specific behaviour or academic goal and signal the teacher’s approval.  This 
is what Hodgman (2015) classes as “process praise” (p.42).  
  
Focussing on an S1 class during a series of performing skills lessons, the intervention period 
was initiated by issuing a short questionnaire entitled “Students in the classroom feel valued”.  
This asked four questions relating to how the teacher encouraged them and how aware, in 
their opinion, the teacher was of their effort.  This was prior to using praise for effort and 
provided baseline information to use in my findings.  All pupils were treated the same, 
however, during lesson planning I selected five “secret” students as a focus group for the 
enquiry and the number of praise statements (verbal and written) delivered during the lesson 
were recorded.  
  
An effort level system was displayed so pupils could track how hard they were working over 
the lesson and know what their teacher is expecting also.  In order for pupils to do this with 
confidence, a chart was left on the board that described four stages of effort and challenges to 
learning.  This was introduced to an S1 class where we discussed what they understood effort 



to mean and what potential challenges might they encounter in their learning.  After 
describing strategies or ways to handle these challenges, pupils were issued with progress 
evaluation cards to take with them to their musical instrument.    
  
HOW MUCH EFFORT ARE YOU GIVING?  
  
Level 4 – I gave my best effort, even when it was a challenge.  I learned from the challenge.  
Level 3 – I gave my best effort until there was a challenge.  Then I gave some effort.  
Level 2 – I gave some effort, but I gave up when it became a challenge. Level 
1 – I gave little or NO effort.  
  
Scholars always give LEVEL 4 EFFORT!  
  
These cards were used to track where a pupil is in their learning of a piece of music and also 
to record written feedback utilising process praise comments.  These comments were 
positive, a sign of teacher approval and specific to the goals of the musical instrument.  When 
working with a “secret” student, the teacher gave a level of effort which was then recorded by 
the pupil on a feedback wall in the classroom.     
  
This system was utilised for the next three lessons and pupils were encouraged to review their 
effort level from the previous lesson.  If their effort increased by the end of the current lesson, 
pupils were then praised for this achievement.    
  
At the end of the intervention period, pupils completed the same questionnaire that was 
issued to them at the beginning.  The results of this process and the impact on pupil learning 
are presented in this review.  
  
Findings  
Throughout the evidence-gathering period, my own observations (as a participant teacher) of 
using praise for effort with “secret” students saw a general increase in positivity towards their 
learning and therefore more motivated to achieve.   
  
The initial questionnaire was given to the whole class, of 16 pupils, which all were returned 
completed.  Specifically looking at responses from the five “secret” students (or focus group), 
the questionnaire sought to elicit how comfortable they feel in the classroom environment 
and if they feel their work or contribution in the classroom is valued by their teacher.  Table 1 
shows their responses.  

QUESTION  Not at all  Sometimes  Usually  Always  
1. My teacher encourages me to share my ideas 
about what we are learning in class.  

0  1  4  0  

2. My teacher encourages me to do my best.  0  1  2  2  
3. My teacher notices when I am working hard.  0  2  1  2  
4. My teacher is helpful when I ask questions.  0  2  1  2  

(Table 1)  
  
The data from the first questionnaire is spread across the possible response statements.   



Analysis of this data suggests that there is a fairly healthy “comfort zone” for pupils in the 
classroom.  Interestingly, the results of questions 3 and 4 highlight a definite split between 
pupils feeling that their effort is recognised or not, and also regarding teacher feedback to 
questions.  The final questionnaire was given to the same class at the end of the intervention 
period.  
  

QUESTION  Not at all  Sometimes  Usually  Always  
1. My teacher encourages me to share my ideas 
about what we are learning in class.  

0  1  3  1  

2. My teacher encourages me to do my best.  0  1  0  4  
3. My teacher notices when I am working hard.  0  1  2  2  
4. My teacher is helpful when I ask questions.  0  1  1  3  
(Table 2)  
  
The data that is presented in Table 2 shows an overall improved picture of how pupils feel in 
their learning environment.  The increased number of pupils ticking usually or always 
evidences this view.  However, there are a number of responses that highlight the potential 
need for further work.   
  
Discussions were had with all pupils.  They were asked how they felt when they received 
praise (verbal or written) for their work (A) and did it make them think of the importance of 
trying or practising hard (B).  Table 3 shows their responses.  
  
  

QUESTION  Good  Not 
bothered  

Yes  No  

1. How did I feel when I received praise?  4  1      
2. I understood the importance of trying hard after 
receiving praise.  

    3  2  

(Table 3)  
  
The data reveals that a majority of the focus group felt good within themselves when 
receiving praise for working well.  Moreover, most pupils agreed that the recognition of their 
work made them realise that to be able to do something requires trying hard.  The Feedback 
Wall suggests that all of the focus group demonstrated either a consistent or improved level 
of effort over the four lessons.  
  
Conclusions  
The data from Table 3 depicts a correlation between the effect of pupils being praised for 
effort and how this impacts their persistence in learning.  Data from the Feedback Wall adds 
to this notion where pupils demonstrated either a consistent or improved level of effort over 
the intervention period.  
  
This is further established from the analysis of questionnaire data, in particular the last two 
questions.  Pupils felt that the feedback given to them was more helpful and also their effort 
was recognised.  This has had an impact on student engagement evidenced by the level of 
effort as recorded on the Feedback Wall.  



  
There is evidence from the data in this enquiry to suggest that through praise, teacher 
approval affects pupil motivation and sense of value.  
  
  
  
Implications for Future Practice  
The aim of this enquiry was to understand what happens to learning in the classroom when 
the teacher acknowledges pupil effort.  This has been done to a certain extent through 
questionnaire, discussion with and listening to pupils.  
  
Future work should be done on a larger scale by opening up to more than one class and 
perhaps also more than one teacher.  An implication of this, however, is for all teachers to be 
using the same processes and practices in their classrooms.  
  
Based on this enquiry, I would definitely continue to praise pupils for effort.  
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