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An exploratory case study arising from practice (noticing) and investigated further through identified research tools. The assignment concludes with the identification of an intervention which can be piloted throughout Professional Teaching Experience and evidenced through reflection in the Professional Learning Standards (professional learning standards) 


	Target 1 
	Proofread with greater care, particularly punctuation. 

	Target 2
	Ensure that you are consistently adding your own critical comments.


	Target 3
	Remember to go beyond presenting what the Literature states. You need to critically engage with the view. What do you think?




Introduction 

The aim of this assignment is to investigate and gain a deeper understanding into the relationship between rewards and their relationship with the motivation to learning through an exploratory case study. The research project is to identify and explore the research question “What are the perceptions of Year 6 students on the relationship between rewards and motivation to learning?”. The foundational aim of this research is to gather a range of both primary and secondary research in order to gain a wider understanding of the relationship between children’s motivation and reward systems in the classroom. The focus of the researcher will be looking into the conceptual and theoretical aspects of the case study but also ensuring the research conforms to being ethical throughout whilst also critically analysing the primary and secondary evidence throughout. Furthermore, the research question was solely decided upon by the researcher themselves because of a considerable passion and interest within this area of education. In addition to this, the question was thought of from a period of research time within the school learning environment before the research project commenced and the interest came from experience of previous placements in different schools. This research project also aims to provide beneficial evidence and practice in order to enhance professional practice and for a future in a teaching career by conforming to the Professional Learning Standards. 

The research was undertaken in a local English-medium primary school that consists of 420 pupils between the ages of two to eleven, including a ‘Flying-Start’. The school is a modern facility that works closely with the surrounding community. The school is classed as being in an area of high deprivation with around 35% of pupils being eligible for free school meals which according to literature is 21% higher than the average of Wales (Locrating, n.d). The research has been undertaken within a class of 28 Year 6 pupils with a range of abilities and attitudes to learning. Throughout this assignment, the school key to the research project will be referred to as ‘School X’. 

Overview of relevant literature 

A considerable amount of literature has been published on reward systems, these studies each define reward systems in a similar manner. Reward systems in schools are defined by Suzy Barrett (2021) as being an effectual system with managing the classroom environment and promoting the values of a school and teaching the children expected morals. Also, according to other literature reward systems are implemented in order to issue children with motivation and a stimulus to work hard and to be conscientious with their learning (National Council for Special Education, 2020). This source of literature is significant because it implies that rewards do tend to have an impact on the motivation of children which is what the research question is looking closely into. A strength of this source of literature is the fact that it appears to come from a reliable source which was created in order to refine how education is delivered to people within the field and those in special education (National Council for Special Education, 2020). However, in contrast to this point, the source may lack reliability because it is written by an organisation that specialise in ‘Special Education’ which is not what the research question is based upon. 

Furthermore, the academic literature on rewards has revealed that there are different types of rewards, according to Christopher Cascio (n.d) there is “praise, symbolic, token, tangible and activity rewards). Cascio (n.d) explained “Praise” as being the most familiar and frequently used reward system which is basically students being complimented by their teacher in a positive manner. “Symbolic Rewards” were described as those rewards that are in form of an object such as a gold star for example Christopher Cascio (n.d) explains. “Token Rewards” according to Christopher Cascio (n.d) are rewards given in a “physical” form that can be exchanged for a prize when the children earn a certain amount. Lastly, “Tangible” rewards are those given directly to a pupil such as a physical toy or object and “Activity rewards” is the opportunity for children to take on duties and privileges in the classroom environment stated by Christopher Cascio (n.d). However, other research notes that there are two different types of rewards which are intrinsic reward and extrinsic. Intrinsic being where the pupils work in order to meet their own goals and not a physical reward, whereas extrinsic rewards are where pupils have physical rewards for doing something good (Upper Elementary Snapshots, 2015), this source links to the suggested sub-categories given by Cascio. Literature from Theodotou (2014) explains that although reward systems can “reinforce” the motivation to learn for young pupils it has also been said to obstruct pupils from their motivation to learn. In this literature source, the relative importance of this case-study has been discussed which makes this source relevant to the research. 

There is much support through literature that suggests many strengths to the use of reward systems within the classroom, one source states that good behaviour is more likely to occur again and more regularly if it is rewarded positively and can encourage the children to behave/perform that way again according to (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019). In contrast to this strength, literature argues that children may only begin to work hard because they are expecting a reward and will not work to the expected standard unless they are getting an extrinsic reward at the end of it (Tsang and Zhang, 2021, p.1295). Furthermore, a possible key strength suggested by literature regarding rewards is that they can improve the ethos of the learning environment and can improve the behaviour throughout the whole school if it is implemented properly in the classroom (TokensFor, n.d). There appear to be many strengths and limitations that are suggested within literature overall. 

Moreover, a previous study that relates to this research project is Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. It is a theory based upon motivation within the field of psychology which consists of a model of five-tiers within a pyramid of needs that humans require Saul Mcleod (2022) explains. The hierarchy of needs is as follows: physiological needs, safety, love and belonging, esteem and lastly self-actualisation Saul Mcleod (2022) advises. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is relevant within this research project because it advised that children needless to say await a reward when they have worked hard and achieved something and links in with the esteem need Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943). 

Exploration of Case Study 

According to Kendra Cherry (2022), the term ‘case study’ can be defined as follows “The purpose of a case study is to learn as much as possible about an individual or group so that the information can be generalized to many others”. A considerable amount of literature has been published on case studies, and according to a source they are frequently utilised within the fields of “social, education, clinical, and business research” Shona McCombes (2022) explained. McCombes (2022) also writes that case studies are useful in “describing, comparing, evaluating, and understanding different aspects of a research problem”. Dr. Saul McLeod (2019) explained that this method of research originated within the field of ‘clinical medicine’ which looked into the history of a patient and their personal past. Furthermore, the primary aim of a case study according to research is to obtain a deep understanding and knowledge of the case that is being studied by looking into it in detail (Thomas, 2017, p.156) explained. The explanation of the purpose of a case study is also further supported in literature constructed by BERA which states “Case study is often seen as a means of gathering data and giving coherence and limit to what is being sought” (BERA, 2011). 

Furthermore, research identifies many strengths and limitations of case studies, one key strength of using a case study approach is that they turn “opinion into fact” Brandon Gaille (2018) states. By this Brandon Gaille (2018) means that the information that is gathered from the study can then provide facts to the researcher. Linking to this, research implies a similar advantage that case studies can provide the researchers with the ideas to “produce novel hypotheses” which implies that case studies provide new information (Psud43, 2012). In addition, another potential advantage of case studies suggested by literature is that they open up the opportunity for in-depth and detailed information to be collected which may be difficult to be collected through a different form of research method (Psud43, 2012). This therefore implies that the data gathered is richer in detail which would make case studies more reliable. Moreover, a study suggests another possible strength of a case study is that they are based in real life situations which give a real insight into the case being studied (Chegg, n.d), this means that from a case study the researcher is getting a more accurate insight to the case because it is in a real-life context. Literature implies another possible strength of utilising a case study is that “valid data is gathered” (Brain, 2000, p.244), this consequently means that the data that is collected is well founded and correct therefore making it reliable. 

Conversely, literature also suggests many limitations to the use of case studies. Firstly, from research a drawback that has been suggested is that they can “influence factors within the data” Brandon Gaille (2018) writes. This means that the researcher may be bias and may influence the response from the participants which therefore decreases the reliability of the research method. This drawback is also supported through literature from Chegg which suggests that case studies are “prone to researcher bias, given their subjective nature” (Chegg, n.d). Additionally, another difficulty suggested about the use of a case study is that they can be high is cost and can consume a lot of time Saul McLeod (2019) writes. Although there are many suggested drawbacks of utilising case studies, the suggested strengths highlight that they are useful in many ways. 

The case study will be undertaken within the learning environment of the school and will involve different participants. The main participants of the case study will be the pupils within the year 6 class however, the classroom staff will also be a part of study because of the types of research methods being conducted. 


Observation (non-participant)

The first research method undertaken in this research project was observation in the method of ‘non-participant’. The term non-participant observation has been given many definitions however from research, it is explained as the researcher observing but not taking part in the observation and “sitting on the side-lines” but the participants are aware of the researcher being there (Hall, 2021). In addition to this, literature writes that it is the method of a researcher gathering data without engaging and actually interacting with the participants of the study (This Is Service Design Doing, n.d). In order to complete the observation, the researcher completed a full morning of observation within the classroom in order to gather the most effective evidence and outcome of the research. The observation was carried out on the whole class however, the researcher undertook close observation on five pupils selected at random to ensure the research was valid because if the focus was based on every pupil, it would be difficult to ensure quality in the data. 

Like many research methods, there are many strengths and limitations that have been suggested of non-participant observation by literature. To begin with, one possible strength of non-participant observation that has been proposed is that it enables the researcher to observe and understand the case study themselves and can therefore gather reliable evidence through close observation (GetRevising, 2016). This strength is important and was evident through this research project because the researcher was enabled to examine the way the learners behaved and reacted to the use of reward systems. Furthermore, another key strength suggested by research is that the researcher is not as likely to have an impact on how the participants act and conduct themselves (Blundell and Roberts, 2023, p.33). This strength is important to a research project due to the fact that is most effective when the children are not influenced or effected by the observer and can behave as they usually would in the classroom setting. Literature implies that another possible strength to the use of non-participant observation is the idea that detailed notes can be made in order to help with the research (Better Evaluation, n.d). This was important during the research project because the notes that were taken enabled the researcher to reflect upon them and make inferences of the information gathered. 

A considerable amount of literature has suggested and discussed some drawbacks into the use of non-participant observation which also argues some of the strengths discussed previously. Firstly, one drawback suggested by a source is the idea that the learners in the classroom may act differently because there is a researcher in the classroom which could have an impact on how they behave Tutor (2018) discussed. This can also be known as the ‘Hawthorne Effect’ which has also been discussed through another source which is that those being observed can behave in a different manner because they are aware of being under observation (GetRevising, 2016). However, literature does argue the importance of observing children because it is suggested that it “is a way to connect with children, to discover their connections to other and to their environment” (PennState Extension, n.d) writes. Furthermore, another drawback suggested is that the researcher is unable to get actively involved with the group that they are observing (Nurani, 2008) writes. There are ways that the drawbacks of non-participant observation can be overcome such as building up trust with those that are being observed (Better Evaluation, n.d) explained. For this research project, the researcher chose to carry out the observation after a day of getting to know the learners in order for them to get to know each other and to build up trust. 

During the observation, the researcher is going to utilise the ‘Leuven Scale’ research tool which can be found in (appendix 2). The Leuven scale according to research is a scale of five points that enables those specialists within the field of childcare “to measure a child’s emotional well-being and involvement” (Learning Journals, n.d) The Leuven Scale goes from “extremely low” which explains that the participant does not appear comfortable within the surroundings whereas “extremely high” alludes that the participant is comfortable and is enjoying the situation that they are in according to research from Matt Arnerich (2023). 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

The second method of research being untaken in this research project is semi-structured interviewing. This type of research method provides qualitative data that is formed from open questions that have been set prior to the interview that provides the interviewer with the chance to explore the responses further of the participants (KnowHow, 2018) explains. According to this source of literature, qualitative data captures detailed data for “people’s attitudes, feelings and behaviours” (KnowHow, 2018). This type of research method seemed the best fit for the research project as it was looking into the relationship between reward systems and motivations. In order to ensure that the research did not encroach on the learning of the pupils, the semi-structured interviews were carried out throughout a period of finishing off work and free time within the classroom. 

In order to carry out the interviews, six questions were produced (see appendix 3) which were based upon the research project question and solely focused on the children’s thoughts upon reward systems in the classroom. The questions focused on what reward systems the children aware of in their classroom and getting a feel for their general thoughts upon rewards and their relationship with motivation. The interviews took place outside the classroom in an open space in order to conform to the ethics of the BERA (2018) guidelines. Moreover, the age of the pupils was taken into consideration by the researcher by ensuring the questions were not too easy but not too complex for the age but also for the differentiations of abilities within the learning environment. Due to a large class size, fourteen children of all abilities were chosen at random to be interviewed. 

From research, it is evident that semi-structured interviews hold many different strengths and limitations. Firstly, one strength that has been suggested by literature is that the researcher/interviewers are enabled to carry out preparation of a set of questions prior to the interview in order to help with the interview process Fuel Cycle (n.d) writes. In addition, another strength is that the interviewer can explore different ideas with the participants because the questions can be expanded throughout the interview which can therefore help with the data being analysed after the interviews are undertaken (Kakilla, 2021, p.1) wrote. The idea that the data gathered from semi-structured interviews is rich in detail makes it a useful method because it therefore enables the researcher to get a deeper insight of the study Lewin (2019) discussed. Furthermore, another advantage is that semi-structured interviews tend to feel similar to having a conversation Anna Marie Houlis (2022) explained which therefore means that it will make the participants feel more relaxed and comfortable. 

In contrast, there are many suggested drawbacks of the use of semi-structured interviews. One drawback suggested is that they require a good number of participants in order for conclusions and to therefore compare and contrast the results according to Fuel Cycle (n.d). However, this was overcome within this research project due to there being many pupils to interview. Additionally, another limitation alluded is that the information given by the participants may not be truthful (Hwb, n.d) which may impact on the reliability of this research method. The drawbacks suggested from literature can be overcome with thought and careful consideration. 

Data Presentation and Analysis Method 

Within a research project, the reporting of data is vitally important according to literature. The term data reporting is defined through relevant literature as “the process of collecting and formatting raw data and translating it into a digestible format to assess the ongoing performance of your organization” (Sisense, n.d). This source also explains why data reporting is important in a research project and suggests that the report will show what areas in the field of research need to be focussed and addressed in order to make informed decisions appropriately (Sisense, n.d). 

In order to present and record the data collected from the observation, the researcher undertook extensive notes to what was being observed to gather the most reliable information for the project. In addition to this, to analyse the results of the observation the notes were closely read and interpreted so that they could be understood which literature also suggests is a useful technique Guest Blogger (2015). 

Moreover, in order to record the data collected from the semi-structured interviews, the researcher voice recorded the interviews on a device using a strong/secure passcode. Prior to the interviews being undertaken, the researcher used the voice recordings to type up transcriptions of the interviews. After the transcriptions were written up and complete, the researcher ensured that the voice recordings were erased from the device. Furthermore, to make the data clearer to analyse, after the transcriptions were written, the researcher coded the data. Coding is defined by a source of literature as the organisation process of the qualitative data obtained through research so that identification of themes and trends are easier to see Alyona Medelyan (n.d) explains. Moreover, the researcher looked closely at the interview transcripts in order to label and identify themes in the responses given by the children.

In addition, the data presentation was important to ensure that the completed research was trustworthy to help with the analysis of the research project. According to literature upon data presentation, trustworthiness is one of the most important ways to which researchers bring “attention” to their findings (Moules et al ., 2017, p.2). This appears to be a valid point to remember because ensuring your work is trustworthy increases the reliability and validity. 

Ethical considerations 

Prior to commencing the research project, it was important that ethics were closely considered and prioritised. According to literature, ethics can be defined as “the moral principles that govern how researchers should carry out their work” (Wellcome collection, 2014). In addition to this, ethics within research ensure that the respect towards society are implemented accurately (University of Strirling, n.d) explained. Within this research project, in order to remain ethical, the study conformed to the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines. The BERA (2018) guidelines were established for anyone undertaking research within the field of education and therefore is what this research project has conformed to in order to ensure that it ethical. Also, prior to the research project, the researcher ensured School X’s ‘Safeguarding Policy Booklet’ was read. Prior to the research being undertaken, an ethics form was completed in order to conform to the BERA (2018) guidelines (see appendix 1).

Furthermore, an important ethical consideration for this research project was that confidentiality and anonymity was instilled by the researcher. Confidentiality and anonymity according to literature is “considered the norm for the conduct of research” BERA (2018) writes. In order to ensure the data and children remained anonymous throughout this research project, they were referred to as ‘Child A’, ‘Child B’ and so on to ensure that they were anonymised. Also, any note taking that was undertaken was stored in an encrypted software, OneDrive which requires a strong password and authentication to get access. 

Conforming to the guidelines of BERA (2018) was vital to ensure the research remained ethical. Firstly, prior to conducting and carrying out the research project, the researcher undertook research and background reading of the guidelines. Then, the researcher gained consent in order for the research to take place. The consent was gained from both the participants of the research (year six children) and their parents/guardians (see appendix 4). According to the BERA (2018) guidelines, consent is usually obtained at the beginning of the research which is what was carried out within this project, and it is also highlighted that the researcher must be open to the idea that participants may want to withdraw the consent that they have given to be involved within the research. Prior to the children giving their consent at the point of the interviews, they were made aware of what they were giving consent to and what they were participating in. 

Results/Analysis of results/Discussion

The initial objective of the research project was to explore the perceptions that year 6 students have on the relationship between reward systems and motivation to learning. The case study was made up of a non-participant observation and semi-structured interviews with the children in the classroom. Firstly, the observation was undertaken within the classroom environment on a regular learning day and was carried out over the whole morning. The morning consisted of: registration, cool-tasks/reading, Numeracy and Literacy which incorporated the use of rewards throughout. 

From the very beginning of the day, the learners were expected to come into the classroom and sit down in their seats quietly whilst getting a book out to silently read. The pupils who came in quietly and began independently reading without any instruction were awarded with one ‘dojo point’ which according to the pupils and classroom staff is their many reward system. The ‘Class DOJO’ reward system is defined by research as a system that encourages good behaviour and effort within the school environment and the points can be earned through demonstration of good behaviour such as good work and helping others for example (Dean Bank Primary and Nursery School, n.d). It was clear to see that when the children knew that some of their peers had been awarded a point for reading, they quickly settled and got their own books out to silently read. However, these children were not awarded with a dojo point because they had not instinctively demonstrated expected behaviour before the points were given out. Child D who the researcher chose to observe quickly noticed that their peers were being awarded through silent reading and asked the teacher “because I am reading a book now, does that mean I can get a dojo point?”. From this, it could be concluded that children only demonstrate positive behaviour if they are awarded, literature also supports this by stating rewards deprive learners “of experiencing the inherent rewards of the activity or behaviour itself” (The Heartful Parent, n.d). 

Moreover, during the Numeracy session the class teacher used not only dojo points throughout but lots of verbal encouragement. Verbal rewards are those rewards given in the form of praising a learner instead of giving them something physical therefore making them intangible rewards (Anderson, Boye and Laursen, 2017, p.4) explains. This type of reward according to some of the learners throughout the interviews was said to be useful in motivating the learners however, the majority of the children explained how they prefer to be rewarded with something in a physical form. Child B and Child C appeared to respond well to the use of verbal rewards from the class teacher, as when the teacher would encourage them the children would smile and get on with their work. 

Furthermore, during the final morning session which was a Literacy lesson the children seemed more excitable as they had just come back from having playtime and the teacher explained that they usually seem ‘fussier’ just before lunch time. It was apparent during this session that the teacher utilised more rewards which appeared to be a bribery at points. The researcher noticed that during the session, the teacher used class dojo points as a bribe to get the children to complete the work. The children that the researcher was focusing on appeared to respond well to the reward system as they ensured that their work was complete to a good standard before lunch and therefore received two dojo points each. Also, the teacher then allowed the children to use their laptops at dinner time play as a reward for good work and behaviour. 

Overall, the research study shows how children do respond well to being rewarded and the majority of children feel that rewards and motivation to learning does correspond together. 

Conclusions 

This assignment was undertaken in order to gain an understanding through a research project of the relationship between rewards and motivation. Within this research project, different methods were undertaken in order to gain a deeper understanding of the research question and to gather rich data. The methods that were utilised in the research was a non-participant observation and semi-structured interviews. To draw a conclusion upon the research methods used, they seemed to be useful and reliable. However, there were some drawbacks to the research methods used that did impact on the reliability of them. 

To reflect, within the observation it was evident that the learners were aware that the researcher was in the classroom observing them learning and working, therefore this did at points create the ‘Hawthorne Effect’. As a result of the observation creating the ‘Hawthorne Effect’ this may have negatively impacted upon the validity of the result as suggested in literature from Jed Friedman (2014). Although, apart from this drawback, the observation overall was successful, and the researcher was enabled to gather rich data to analyse. 

Furthermore, it was evident that at points, the non-structured interview process was challenging because of the blunt and brief responses the children were giving. To expand, some pupils responded and answered the interview questions with rich, detailed responses however some children within the classroom were unaware of how to answer the questions correct which therefore negatively impacted the data gathered. Reflecting on the interview questions, they may have been too simplistic for the age of the learners and according to literature from Norwich and Yionen (2015), by over simplifying questions may lead to the children not thinking enough about their answers and giving minimalistic responses.  

In the future, the researcher hopes to take into consideration the drawbacks discussed and improve any furture research projects by taking on board what has been reflected on in order to make the research outcome as successful as possible. Linking to the professional standards, the researcher in future practice would like to look into ‘sustained effort and resilience in learners’ (Welsh Government, 2017) throughout other classes and possibly schools to see how this standard is met  

Recommendations 
As a result of this research project, many questions have been thrown up and need further investigation. One main question that has been raised by this study is ‘whether reward systems do more harm than good to children’s motivation to learning?’. This question had been raised for the researcher because of the literature suggesting how rewards can in fact hinder a pupil’s motivation to learn. Also, from the research being carried out, it was clear to see that sometimes learners only produced good work or behaved well because they knew the reward would be the outcome at the end. In the future, the researcher advised that they would choose to carry out focus groups instead of semi-structured interviews. Also, the researcher advised that they would also complete a questionnaire to be completed by the staff within the phase being taught in to get an insight from teachers on what they think. 
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