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RESEARCH QUESTION
The aim of this research is to achieve a better understanding of learners on the use of positive reinforcement as a strategy for classroom management.  The objectives are to examine students’ perceptions of positive reinforcement with social (praise, smiles, nod of approval, high fives) and tangible (phone call to home, postcard, hot drink with the headmaster) reinforcers; to understand students’ perspectives on motivation and engagement; and to inform future practices of implementation of this strategy for behaviour management. Effective classroom management strategies can reduce disruptive behavior, increase student involvement and promote a positive school environment, among other benefits. Addressing these important concerns may also have larger societal repercussions. These elements can also raise students’ academic performance, attendance rates and long-term outcomes. Studies have indicated that when particular behaviors, abilities or attitudes are favorably reinforced, pupils are more likely to replicate these activities in the future, leading to favorable learning outcomes. Analyzing the data collection and combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies may help us learn more about this underutilized technique.  Additionally, it could highlight variations or subtleties in the application of positive reinforcement that haven't been studied before which could add to our understanding of how it works in educational settings. All things considered, the study activities findings will enrich and clarify the body of knowledge already available on positive reinforcement assisting educators and decision makers.  The research, based on evidence, “What are the pupils’ perceptions of positive reinforcement as a strategy to motivation and engagement?” in which research will be carried out, on a secondary school of 904 pupils on school roll, has a very high percentage of ALN (Additional Learning Needs) pupils, 39.5% and 33.8% of pupils eligible for free school meals.  With these in mind, as stated by J A Downing, 1991, addressing misbehaviour before teaching.



Literature Review

Positive reinforcement is the process of rewarding or reinforcing a desirable behaviour in order to increase the likelihood or probability that a behaviour will occur (B F Skinner, 1953). The same theory can be applied where school children may go through a process of identifying with a role model or peers. That pupil may be someone who is not easy-going in school, but also someone who highly participates in class and listens attentively and may imitate the behaviour if they see positive outcomes such as when the haviour is being rewarded by giving the role model student a sticker (tangible reinforcer) after answering a difficult question, (Chen, 2023). If the child copies the behaviour of highly engaging in class and is also followed by the same reward, the process of positively reinforcement means that the child is likely to want to keep repeating the behaviour to be rewarded repetitively, When the behaviour becomes more established, there is a point where the behaviour is so well learned it become internalised in them and they are more likely to be motivated to participate in class. Therefore, the theory of using the process of positive reinforcement may increase levels of motivation and engagement. (Kerr and Nelson (2010, p. 74) stated that behaviour can be strengthened or sustained by reinforcement. However, this Learning Theory can be highly criticised in the nature vs nurture debate because that means it could also be unlearned, yet there are still many criminals reoffend, suggesting it focuses on too much of the nurture side. This means that the student who learned the new behaviour in class could also “unlearn” it and go back to being a student who lacks motivation and engagement, thus suggesting there may be other theories to explain this.  Similarly, any intervention that helps increase pupils' positive drive and engagement would also be beneficial because these factors lead to influence students' focus in learning and, in turn, lead to improved accomplishment (Martin, 2007). Cushing, Horner, and Barrier (2003) suggest that positive behaviour is connected to positive social surroundings in the school environment, so it is reasonable to assume that when children behave well at home, their relationships with their parents are also likely to get better. By rewarding students with these extra privileges for a set amount of time when they perform well or meet standards will motivate them to repeat this behavior by recognizing the students work in public which may encourage other students to do the same by awarding rewards. Building a strong relationship and getting to know their students’ needs are critical for teachers to use positive reinforcement most effectively (Sterret, 2012). Motivation, reward, classroom management and punishment are all variables that have a relationship with positive reinforcement, i.e. all variables in teaching-learning process.  Research has consistently shown that teachers use positive feedback at a bare minimum (Scott et al., 2017), and lesser with students who have a history of unsuccess, and marginally boys and students who suffer from emotional behaviour disorder (EBD), despite the fact that research has shown that feedback is the most efficient strategy that a teacher may quickly and consistently use ( Hattie, 2009).   Firstly, John M Grohol, (2009), argues that it is easier to punish than to reward when both options are available. This is often the case because the effect is immediate, for example, sending a misbehaved pupil to stand outside the classroom rather than ‘conditioning’ may be time consuming. Secondly, critics think that motivation and hard work are expected in the open “real world” and that positive reinforcement is akin to bribery. They contend that providing reinforcement leads pupils to mistakenly believe that predicted activities will always result in the same outcomes. Lastly, evidence opposes the widespread applications of positive reinforcement. It is obvious that comparing research with disparate definitions of the variable under study presents challenges. We may anticipate that the two studies results would differ if one concentrated on verbal recognition and low stake tasks while the other concentrated on tangible reinforcement with high interest activities. Given that not all reinforcements are created equal this context is crucial in its nature (Skinner, 2014). Contradictory conclusions result from failing to consider while examining the study on reinforcement.  Overall, the evidence indicates that positive reinforcement is a useful technique and an essential component of education (Cook et al., 2017). The straightforward process of reinforcement is still disregarded in education as an antiquated, damaging, and ineffectual approach despite logic and evidence to the contrary (see Cameron et al., 2001; Kohn, 2018). Based on our comprehensive analysis of the data, we often consider criticism of positive reinforcement to be equivalent to rejecting the scientific basis for global warming, evolution or the lack of a vaccine autism.
Discussion of Research Design: Case Study 
Swanbourne defines a case study as an investigation of a social phenomenon that is supported by various data sources including observations, interviews and document analysis.  Swanborn highlights the exact steps that must be taken, all the while staying inside the boundaries of social system that includes people, groups, organizations, local communities and nation states. The process is the main emphasis, and a case study can begin with a broad question that develops into a specific one. It is research based, evidence based and methodologically flexible (Simons, 2009, p.21).  As well as having assurances on reliability and validity theory would in the initial stage would be having a well-researched, well-defined question with relevance to the case study and its connection to the literature world which should possess a conceptual framework that integrates with the current paradigm of data processing and interpretation. The subject groups are Year 7 and Year 10 pupils involving all to complete a questionnaire and two focussed interview groups gathering pupils’ perceptions of positive reinforcement. Upon which the researcher will analyse data to code and identify themes, patterns, differing responses before finally drawing conclusions and making interpretations. These findings may or may not correlate with the theories. The significance of the case study enables a thorough investigation and aids in locating any gaps, abnormalities or additional experiences or events that might have an impact on attitudes and behaviors (Yin 2014). According to Hamm (2018), teachers can employ positive reinforcement as an effective method to increase students’ engagement and to promote desirable behaviors in the classroom. Positive reinforcement is a sort of behavior management that focuses on praising what students do well.  The participants involved will be of different sampling groups: Year 10 (set 2), Year 7 (Set 1 and Set 5). The research design data will be collected for this quantitative research project to investigate the relationship between positive reinforcement and students' motivation and engagement in the classroom. The researcher hopes to understand if different sampling groups can benefit more from this management strategy. This could make it easier for educators to understand the perspectives and experiences of their pupils and help educators create successful teaching methods. According to Taylor and Francis, 2009 who state that children with emotional behavioural Disorders had a highest impact benefitting from positive reinforcement. There are many variables to consider as positive reinforcement does not stand alone, such as the learning environment, relationships between teacher and pupil, students’ attitude towards learning, the rewards and the length of the condition and the environment. This descriptive case study can shed further light on the phenomenon and help understand the effects of this classroom management technique. It can also support previously published research, to help researchers easily formulate and replicate hypothesis and provide a direction for further studies.  However, it is noteworthy that the case study is subjective, biased and may lack rigour; criticisms of case study is that all research findings and interpretations of data rely heavily on the researcher’s interpretations who may be funded and influenced by personal views, preferences and opinions, hence, there may be restricted prediction values for a given example, distorted data and a lack of probability sampling. 
Being Ethical
Being ethical prior to the research project, an Ethics Form is filled out and must be approved before any research activity is undertaken (see Appendix 1). The participants involved are young and vulnerable children, so it is essential that the Child Protection and safeguarding regulations are adhered to, and that the researcher adheres to UWTSD’s Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice, UWTSD Research Data Management Policy as well as British Educational for Educational Research (BERA, 2018). Once approved and that there were no known risks of researcher participating in this research activity, then the researcher sent an email to both Head of Years 7 and10 to seek consent for the two activities as well as 14 pupils’ names in Year 7 were forwarded. On behalf of the researcher, School X directly sent off emails to the relevant participants’ guardian for consent. Once consent had been given then the participants were assured of anonymity, confidentiality, the researcher reiterated that they were t-no obligated to state their names on the questionnaires. And if at any time they did not wish to participate in the questionnaires or interview they had the right to withdraw any time that they so wish, and their questionnaire destroyed.  It was made known to the pupils that the interview would be recorded, and assurance given to protect the data on the University’s Cloud password protected account and would be erased straight after the completion of this research activity. The data would be only accessed by the researcher. Positionality refers to a person's perspective on the world as well as the stance they take regarding a research project and its social and political environment (Foot and Bartel,2011).  It affects both the findings and outcomes of the research that has been done (Row, 2014). It is not without bias as the research is rather subjective and the mindset is never fixed. 
Research Methods 
The research question: ‘What are the pupils’ perceptions in positive reinforcement as a strategy for motivation and engagement?’ One way to make the research process more apparent is through methodology, which may also be used to describe the approach, plan of action, procedure, or design that guided the selection and application of specific techniques (SILVERMAN 1987). In this research activity, the research methods used were a mixture of qualitative and quantitative approaches. 
Qualitative Approach (Focussed Group Interviews) 
To obtain a range of perspectives, the focussed group was made up of students from a varied backgrounds which consisted of 6-8 pupils in an interview (see Section A in the appendix for interview questions): one group who are of high attainment (Group A) and the other of low attainment (Group B). It is important to have a differing attainment group to add credibility to the research. Different variables will have differing perspectives or views with regards to positive reinforcement. The research aimed to find out whether differing groups of pupils favoured more towards positive reinforcement. The interview was conducted in a Maths classroom during lunch hour as this was the only time the pupils were available, and to maintain the integrity of students' ideas and perspectives it was brief, lasting no more than 15 minutes (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). The pupils in the group were involved in an informal group interview seated in a round table so pupils could talk naturally and interact with each other at ease with a live audio recording of the activity. The semi-structured questions were prepared in advance and written on a page, the researcher reassured the interviewees of their rights, anonymity and confidentiality. To maintain their anonymity, the pupils were referred to as "participant 1" or "participant 2" during the interview. To eliminate any potential unconscious bias, reflections were to be conducted using Brookfield's Lenses (Brookfield, 1998), which are intended to inspire the practitioner to reflect from several perspectives. The reflecting method proposed by Gibbs (1988) would then be applied to each lens to give each one of Brookfield's lenses additional structures. The researcher used Thematic analysis (TA) which is a popular method to analyse data in social, behaviour, sciences and beyond. It is a process of identifying patterns or themes within qualitative data, Braun & Clarke (2006).There were many rigorous stages in using TA: initially reading and gaining an impression of the transcripts line by line; then labelling relevant words, phrases, after which the researcher had to code the most important opinions, sentences, surprises and create categories by bringing several codes together, the labelled categories were then sorted into the most relevant and how they were connected to each other; these categories were placed in order of hierarchy as can be seen in Fig,3.1 and Fig, 3.2 concluding results and compared with other published scientific journals or literature. 

QUANTITATIVE APPROACH (QUESTIONNAIRE) 
After gaining consent from the Heads of Year 7 and Year 10, the hard copied questionnaires were dispatched to 2 Year 7 groups (Groups A and B) and Year 10 (Set 2), the pupils were briefed on some terminologies, such as positive reinforcement and assured confidentiality. The questionnaires (Section B, page 4), filled at the end of the maths lesson, after which the data were manually transferred into a table form in Excel, see Fig 1.1  and Fig1.2, these results were then compared with the upper and lower interquartile range and interpretations made of the degree of agreement in that context. For question 10, a pie chart was drawn to identify pupils’ preferred incentives to promote learning in a classroom. All the subject groups had the same questionnaires, it was reported by their maths teacher that the low attainment group comprised mostly of pupils ALN and EBD and that comprehending the information may be a challenge. For this reason, the data collected from Group B was discarded as they would encounter difficulties interpreting the questions in this research project. As there were only 5 choices in each question, each choice, eg ‘Highly Agree’ has a weighting of 5, ‘Agree’ has a weighting of 4, ‘Neutral (I don’t know)’ rating of 3, ’Disagree’ has a weighting of 2 and ‘Strongly Disagree’ has a weighting of 1, from then an average of the total score was calculated for all questions. As can be seen by using qualitative research method such as with the focussed group interviews, it had the advantage of exploring and understanding pupils’ perceptions, ideas or feelings as it captured feelings and opinion, subjective in nature. When conducting the interview, it would dig deep into the ‘Why’, ‘how’ (Yin, 2014) aspects of things, taking on a more holistic understanding, being able to adapt questions to answers as well as facial expressions, intonation, observations for data collection. The fact that it was a method rather than a methodology had an additional benefit, especially when considering learning and teaching (Braun & Clarke 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2013). However, qualitative methods, being subjective, might open to sub-conscious bias when interpreting participants’ responses (NFER, 2013). It had been criticised for being time consuming, which involved making sense of complex narratives and hard to provide general statistics. The fact that it was a method rather than a methodology added on an additional benefit, especially when considering learning and teaching (Braun & Clarke 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2013). Using the primary interview questions as the themes was a typical mistake. This usually indicated that the facts had been arranged and summarized rather than thoroughly examined. Running qualitative with quantitative research methods might present a clearer picture of the phenomenon since quantitative research methods such as questionnaires and surveys may offer anonymity and understood respondents’ sentiments, so instead of a binary answer such as a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’, it could offer a more nuanced insights, for example, exploring perceptions, opinions, behaviours in detail capturing responses in different groups. However, it had been found data entry was time consuming for paper-based questionnaires and because of protected anonymity the response rates could be low. Participants might misinterpret data and there was no chance of a follow-up or probing the reasons behind the response. 
Data Presentation and Discussion of Results 
The researcher assured the interviewees that all data collected will be anonymised and confidential. The qualitative data collected were analysed using thematic analysis. Using a voice recorder, the interview was transcribed and transferred to a Word document, scrutinizing and reading every line of transcripts. The researcher labelled relevant pieces of words and the frequency within which they occur in Group A’s transcript, such as rewards(x2), work hard(x5), achievement (x1), punishment(x1), sanctions(x1), influence (x8), Phone call (x5), praise (x1), understand (x3), motivate(x2), teacher (x5), engagement(x2), understanding (2), post card (5). From the list, it was identified that rewards, good points and praise, post card, phone call can be put in 1 category as rewards. Next, hard work, reinforcement, influence, understand can be under category motivators then teacher, headmaster, engagement, feedback can be categorised as authority, and punishment, behaviour can be under sanctions. From there, it was identified 4 categories: motivator, rewards, hard work, authority. These 4 main categories were placed in order of hierarchy, see Fig,3.1  Similarly as with Group B, 3 categories were identified as praise, authority and pupil-teacher relationship, see Fig 3.2. Rigorous steps were made to ensure accuracy and consistency of the collected data. The researcher took extra effort to be objective, all data transcribed were accurate free of subjectivity or to the best of one’s knowledge. The data from the questionnaires were manually transferred to Excel spreadsheet. Using the Likert scale each question had 5 choices, this meant each respondent answered, ‘Very Familiar’ had 5 points, ‘Familiar’ had a weighting of 4,’ Not sure’ weighting of 3, ‘Unfamiliar’ had a weighting of 2 and ‘Very Unfamiliar’ had a weighting of 1, the total of 28 respondents (Year 10) were added and divided by the total number. This would give an average scale. The average rating of question one was compared to the upper and lower quartile on the Likert scale, and as it was within the range 3.4 - 4.19, it was concluded Year 10 were quite familiar with the school’s rewards and recognition for pupils who go over and above. Apart from Questions 5 and 6, Year 10 all aged that positive reinforcement had some influence over their learning. Interestingly Questions 5 and 6 were answered with ‘I don’t know’. 
Results/Analysis of Results/Discussion 
This study aimed to achieve an understanding of students on the use of positive reinforcement as a strategy of classroom management in the form of: praise, rewards, certificates; to offer an insight from students’ perspectives an impact, if any, on motivation and engagement; the effectiveness in reducing disruptive behaviour in a classroom environment; and to inform my future practices. The researcher undertook a mixed methodology: quantitative and qualitative. In preparation for the research study, consent forms were sent out to Year 7 (top and bottom sets) and Year 10 (2) to participate in questionnaire and focussed group interviews. From the qualitative data collected from the focussed group interviews of Year 7, it was found that in the top set (Group A), the pupils had a good perception of positive reinforcement, there was a chorus of ‘yeahs’ when question 1( see Appendix, Section B, page 1) of the interview was asked and the participants were able to give examples of token reinforcers such as gift cards at the end of year, social reinforcers such as ‘being noticed for doing good work’. This tied in with comments from the Group B who said ‘praise’ or ‘well done’. When question 2 was asked about positive reinforcement having an influence on positive behaviour, Group A participants were quick to answer they were ‘here to learn’ and that they would work hard to achieve the grades which linked to question 4 to motivation. It was interesting to note that one participant stated that depends on what the reward is for her to be really motivated. They believed that they would work hard even if there were no reinforcements. However, Group B participants unanimously agreed that they would be motivated with social influencer, such as praise or acknowledgement from the teacher. Participant A stating that he would work hard only for certain teachers. He stated that he enjoyed Maths and would work hard for Mr X and Mrs Y. Participant B stated that she would work hard for all teachers regardless of which subject and to be ‘fair’ to all. Using thematic analysis, Figure 3.1, it could be concluded that Group A responded well to positive reinforcement and were motivated especially if it was their preferred reinforcer, they had a strong work ethics and would work hard regardless of whether they are positively reinforced, that was at the top of the hierarchy branch they were intrinsically motivated. Group B could be positively reinforced, something small such as praise, or high fives, they had respect for teachers, someone influential and what was identified in the interview was that they would be strongly influenced and motivated if they had a good rapport with the educator. From the questionnaire (page 4), the quantitative data was set up using the Likert Scale. The results from the raw data were then calculated using Excel. The average of the scores were compared to the upper and lower quartiles range. It was found that most of the participants had a good perception of positive reinforcement. There was a surprising anomaly shown in Group A that the top75% of the respondents strongly agreed in question 6.  The quantitative results showed in Group A that positive reinforcement was a motivator and could impact their self-esteem. This was in stark contrast to Year 10, where 50% of the respondents remained neutral/unsure. In Figure 1, the pie graph showed Group A’s preferred reinforcer was having a postcard sent to home, second was positive phone call to home followed by praise in classroom. Group B’s preferred reinforcer was hot chocolate with the Head, 50%, assemblies, praise. Year 10 (2), voted positive phone call to call followed closely with praise and postcard. Group A was motivated with or without reinforcement, being intrinsically motivated, the biggest motivator being what the reward was. Group B was motivated by social reinforcement, simple praise or words of encouragement, but their biggest motivator was their teacher. Although Year 10 acknowledged positive reinforcement, 50% of the participants remained neutral about motivation. Their responses with regards to the reinforcers were impartial, that was there were no desired rewards. 
Discussion 
The researcher had taken great lengths to ensure that the results were as accurate and credible, transferable and information gathered as ethical, complying with Bera guidelines. The research design protocol was followed as was mentioned in the Ethical Form, the data collected from the interviews and questionnaires were on 02/05/2024 and the raw data were then translated using different research methods. The qualitative data from the interview identified patterns, themes, exploring areas to offer an insight into the phenomenon. The follow up was the quantitative data from the questionnaires, which provided a framework for assessing respondents’ sentiments and opinions. With the two combined methods, this research activity met the aims of the research and be ‘fit for purpose’ (Cohen et al., 2011), making the hypothesis true: the pupils have a perception of positive reinforcement.  This tied in with what many educators already know and that is when positive reinforcement is used effectively, teachers noticed a reduction in misbehaviour.  This strategy is under utilised and rejected (Kohn, 1993) as teachers prefer punishment which produce a rapid, temporary suppression to the behaviour, Maag (1999).  Therefore, rather than reinforcing negative behaviours, wouldn’t it be best to train and educate practitioners to plan the implementation of positive reinforcement, the universal principle?
Conclusions and Recommendations 
It should be noted that although the aims of the research question were met, the data sample was small, the age range of the participants were not wide enough, it consisted of only 2 year groups. The focussed interviews were a small cohort consisting of only 6-8 participants and it was found that, especially in Group B, there was a dominating speaker. The research activity was carried according to protocol and the data were accurately interpreted to the sample size. The whole research was rather subjective, so ironically it would be hard to eliminate unconscious bias. A different researcher looking at the results would conclude with the same hypothesis, that is, the pupils have some perception of positive reinforcement in relation to motivation and behaviour. Many educators support the implementation of positive reinforcement as a strategy to classroom management. The better behaved and motivated they are the more there is learning taking place in a classroom. However, teachers often reject this strategy preferring punishment as this has an immediate effect to eliminate unwanted behaviour. It is often said that positive reinforcement is misunderstood because it is rarely associated with discipline and doesn’t agree with their paradigm (Sagan, 1996). The data collected from the research activity is encouraging as it has been found that positive reinforcement has an impact on motivation and behaviour. As part of classroom management, I will implement this strategy, putting more focus on the needs of pupils with EBD and ALN pupils as too much time can be spent dealing with behaviour management. A simple smile and high fives and words of encouragement are taken highly to boost their confidence and self-esteem, ultimately relationship building is paramount with the students that I teach. The small session held in the interview made me understand the pupils, getting to know their needs. As part of the continuous professional development, I would certainly promote and share the concept of positive reinforcement and the importance of relationship building in our next Bridging Day. It's critical for instructors to always remember to deal with students' actions by applying the greatest and most constructive techniques. We shouldn't develop the risky tendency of automatically disciplining students for misbehaving. To stop these undesirable tendencies from occurring, we must always have a well-organized structure in place for managing behaviours. An effective classroom relies on having happy and safe kids. The best learning can only occur when positive behaviours habits are taught and reinforced with positive reinforcement. Conflict and misbehaviours lead to an environment of negativity and disorder. From the results, it can be concluded all participants have a good perception of positive reinforcement where they have had some form of reinforcers whether they are social (praise, high fives, smiles, nod of approval), tangible (positive phone call to home, hot chocolate with headmaster, name on billboard) or token reinforcer (gift vouchers)

