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Rationale 
The idea behind this practitioner enquiry is intrinsically linked to growth mindset and Carol 
Dweck’s theory that pupils’ mindset “plays a key role in their motivation and achievement, 
and that if we change students’ mindsets, we can boost their achievement.” It is also the 
belief of Carol Dweck that fostering a growth mindset in pupils will ultimately result in a 
more intrinsically motivated class stating that: “Commending students for the processes they 
use – engagement, perseverance, strategies, improvement – fosters motivation, increased 
effort, willingness to take on new challenges, greater self-confidence, and a higher level of 
success.”  My school is currently involved in the Scottish Government National Attainment 
Challenge and our current focus is on raising attainment through nurture as a priority. There 
is evidence to suggest that developing a growth mindset in the classroom can help to boost 
self-esteem and confidence creating a positive, nurturing classroom environment which, in 
turn, has a positive effect on pupil motivation and attainment.  
 
Aims 
My aim throughout this small-scale classroom based practitioner enquiry was to determine 
what effect, if any, praising effort in a primary five class had on pupil motivation, 
engagement and self-esteem.  
 
Methodology 
This small scale practitioner enquiry was conducted during numeracy lessons over a four-
week period in a primary five class.  
 
At the start of the enquiry pupils were posed with three questions related to praise: 

1. What is praise? 
2. What do you receive praise for in school? 
3. How do you feel when you are praised?  

 
 

 
The responses to question two were extremely interesting with most children (51%) stating 
that they receive praise in school when they achieve something. The second most popular 
response to this question was that children are praised in school for either good behaviour or 
good work. Interestingly, 8% of children responded by saying they are praised when they win 
a race and crucially, only 7% of children said they were praised in school for their effort. This 
is important as it is clear that pupils do not believe their efforts are valued unless they are 
successful. 



 
 
Pupil responses to question three indicated that pupils experienced overwhelmingly positive 
feelings when they were praised with the main words used to express their feelings being 
“Amazing,” “Happy” and “Proud.” 
 
Throughout the four weeks children were praised for their effort in a variety of ways such as 
verbal praise, written comments, stickers, certificates and points. There was a particular focus 
on praising children’s efforts rather than the quality of their work. 
All of my evidence from my enquiry was routinely occurring and most of which occurred 
naturally from usual classroom learning and teaching. I did, however, think it would be 
helpful for me to keep a reflective diary where I could record any evidence and general 
observations. I also thought this would be a great way for me to become more reflective in 
my own practice and further my own understanding of learning and teaching. I gathered my 
evidence through:  

• Observing pupils during lessons and evaluating the impact of praise on their 
motivation and engagement 

• Assessing the impact of praise on pupil written work. 
• Using questioning in the classroom and focusing on the impact of praise on who was 

answering my questions and how many children showed an eagerness to respond. 
• Encouraging pupil voice to uncover pupil’s thoughts and opinions on the impact of 

praise for effort. 
 
As my data would be arising from usual classroom interactions, I would only be using 
evidence gathered to inform my own teaching practice in order to understand and enhance 

What	are	you	praised	for	in	school?	

An achievement. 
Good work or good behaviour. 
Winning a race. 
Effort 



children’s learning. Throughout the enquiry I endeavored to keep the wellbeing and learning 
of the children at the forefront. 
 
 
Findings 
The enquiry found that pupils became more aware that they were being praised for their 
effort rather than simply “good work” or “an achievement.” Pupils stated that this motivated 
them to work hard and continue making an effort. Pupils highlighted that praise made them 
feel happy with most citing feelings such as “happy,” “amazing,” or “special.”  
 
Throughout the enquiry it also became clear that praising pupils for effort gave confidence to 
children who were normally more reluctant to take part in class discussions or offer an 
answer in class. By the end of the enquiry more of these children were showing a willingness 
to participate in class discussions as they were confident that their answers would be met 
positively and they would be praised for their effort regardless of their answer. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Praising pupils for effort appeared to positively impact pupils’ motivation, engagement and 
self-esteem and it was clear that children began to develop a growth mindset in themselves. 
Although praise for effort appeared to positively impact the learning behaviour in my class, I 
could not accurately conclude that it does, infact, improve learning behaviour in the primary 
classroom overall as my enquiry was simply on too small a scale. In order to fully answer the 
question at hand, an enquiry would need to be carried out over a much longer term with a 
much broader subject range. 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
Praising pupils’ for effort is a good way to foster a growth mindset in the classroom and has a 
positive impact on pupils’ health and wellbeing. Pupils appeared more engaged and reported 
being more motivated. This is something I will therefore continue throughout my practice in 
order to develop a better understanding of the impact of praise for effort. 
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