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Rationale  

Through an interest in growth mindset and the work of Carol Dweck, it was decided an 
enquiry into the use of praise for effort in the classroom would be conducted to see what 
effect it would have on pupils’ work ethic during maths. Growth Mindset encourages children 
to have a more positive mind frame. Dweck (2014) states that “…praising the process that 
kids engage in: their effort, their strategies, their focus, their perseverance…” is far more 
effective than simply praising achievement or correct answers. If the children are 
congratulated and their effort is celebrated then they will feel confident, valued and equally 
important and their contributions and participation in lessons will increase.   

Aims  

The aim of this enquiry was to discover what effect praising pupils’ for their effort as 
opposed to achievement, had on their work ethic and motivation in the classroom.  

Methodology  

This enquiry was carried out over a four week period with a class of 24 Primary 3 pupils. 
This enquiry was focused on 6 children of mixed ability, although general observations were 
also made about changes in the class as a whole.  

 At the beginning of the trial a questionnaire was issued to children to give a better 
understanding of what the children thought praise to be. The questionnaire results stated that 
most children thought praise was given when you completed tasks, had good behaviour or did 
your homework. As well as this observations were made about the children’s attitudes 
towards maths and their effort in the subject, particularly when a new concept was 
introduced. The observations noticed that pupils in the class tended to use phrases such as:  

“I’m rubbish at Maths”  

“Maths is too hard for me”  

Much of the time these phrases were made before the lesson had started. This indicated that 
some children had fixed mindset attitudes and had negative connotations of the subject.  

The observation period noticed less than half the class volunteered answers or suggestions 
during maths lessons and most of the time it was the same children who put their hand up to 
answer out. The observation period also noticed that these same children would willingly 
work out maths problems on their own before asking for teacher assistance when set to task.  



During the following three weeks children were praised for trying their best and encouraged 
to give maths questions a try, using their previous knowledge and understanding of the 
subject.  

Children were praised in the usual way, verbal and in written format 
during maths lessons. However this time the children were praised 
for their effort and not achievement. Effort stamps were used on 
their written work and praise cards / certificates were issued as well 
as stickers. This stimulated motivation in the children.  

The class were told by the class teacher to:  

“Try your very best” 

 “I think you can do this” 

“You’re working especially hard”  

Evidence was gathered over these three weeks, this included 
examples of pupils’ work, observations of children’s willingness to contribute to lessons and 
try, as well as a questionnaire about what constitutes at praise.  

Findings  

This enquiry found that pupils were more aware when they were being praised for their effort 
and willingness to try as opposed to achievement or completion of a task.  For most children 
their confidence grew and their mindset changed from that of a fixed mindset to a more 
positive mindset and increased self-belief.   

When praise for effort stickers were used or the children were congratulated for their effort 
by the class teacher, they were more willing to keep trying and see mistakes as a way of 
learning instead of barrier.   

During discussions at the end of the enquiry the 6 children from the focus group were asked 
how they now feel when they are praised for their effort. Feedback included:  

“I feel proud of myself”  

“I want to keep trying or try more new things”  

“I want my friends to try their best in the class”  

Children became more willing to try a new concept on their own and each of the 6 children 
from the focus group showed an increased level of work completed as well as increased 
answers given orally in the classroom.  

Conclusion  

This enquiry took place over a four week period, one of which was used as a baseline to 
assess the children’s effort before the enquiry, therefore the results are not conclusive.  



Although the findings show that when praise for effort is used in the classroom, particularly 
in the way of stickers or gold stamps, pupils effort increased as did their confidence in trying 
new maths concepts.  

Praising children for their efforts and not their achievements kept the children engaged in 
tasks and as a result became more successful learners. Since the enquiry children are now 
more likely to encourage each other and use motivational language towards their peers.  

The results would have to be measured over a longer duration to define their reliability.  

 

Implications for Future Practice  

General Teaching Scotland standard 2.3.2 , states the importance that a  practitioner enquiry 
can have on developing future professional practice as well as the positive impact it can have 
on your classroom.  

This enquiry found that pupils should be constantly praised for their efforts in the classroom 
and not for their ability or achievements. I will continue to praise children for their effort and 
treat them as individuals, celebrating their own individual successes.  I will continue to use 
verbal and tangible measures of praise for effort to encourage a growth mindset within the 
classroom.  This includes encouraging peer praise and recognition of other pupils’ effort as 
well as their own. Adopting this approach will allow all children to be celebrated for their 
own individual success in the classroom.   

 

Bibliography  

Dweck, C.S. (2012) Mindset: How you can fulfil your potential. New York: Random House 
Publishing.   

General Teaching Council for Scotland (2012) the Standards for Registration. Edinburgh: 
GTCS  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 



	

	


