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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. (5000 words)

The purpose of this research project is to understand the relationship between extrinsic rewards and the motivation of children identified with having additional learning needs (ALN) in Progression Step 2. The Welsh Government (2023) believe that ‘progression is at the heart of curriculum design’. The aim of this assignment is to find out if there is a relationship between a reward system and pupil motivation in lessons and if there is a bias towards intrinsic and extrinsic rewards. This will allow the researcher to summarise if progression of children’s academic skills has any link to rewards given in school. The objectives of this research project are to conduct a review of relevant literature, to explore pupil perceptions, to observe practise, and to investigate school policy. This study is beneficial to the researcher because it continues her personal perception of being a professional learner and commits to continuous engagement in career-long development, collaboration, and innovation, following the professional standards linked to values and dispositions (Welsh Government, 2017, p. 8). 

Tondu Primary School is located in the village of Aberkenfig in Bridgend County and split across two sites; the early years classes such as nursery and reception are based about a quarter of a mile from the rest of the school. There are 227 children enrolled from ages three to eleven within 8 classes. 28% of these children identify as having an additional learning need (ALN); this is above the Wales average of 21% (ESTYN, 2019, p. 1). The participants of this research project were children in Progression Step 2. The research was conducted on the premises of Tondu Primary School, within the classroom, in the corridors, and online using Microsoft Forms. This research project is based on the question ‘What is the relationship between a reward system and children’s motivation to learning in the classroom’? 

Lit Review
In school, educators use reward systems as motivation tools for children to engage in learning. Children can be rewarded in two ways: intrinsically and extrinsically (Nickerson, 2023). Intrinsic rewards are often referred to as intangible incentives and these rewards involve acknowledgment or appreciation and inherit satisfaction; these are internal rewards that can be difficult to see because they are associated with feelings, rather than physical material (Cherry, 2023). Ryan and Deci (1985) founded the Self-Determination Theory associated with internal rewards and suggests that children are more motivated when they have a sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (O’Hara, 2017). 

Extrinsic rewards, also known as tangible rewards, involve physical material like stickers or prizes (Cherry, 2022). A theorist familiar with extrinsic rewards is Pavlov (1897), who developed the theory of classical conditioning which involves a response being who associated with a stimulus to learn a behaviour (McLeod, 2023). Although popular, it is important to recognise that Pavlov’s theory could be seen as dated. However, Skinner (1938) was influenced by Pavlov’s work and further developed the work of behaviourism by introducing the theory of operant conditioning; his theory suggests that behaviour is influenced by external rewards and punishments, and that children learn through consequences of their actions (Cerutti and Staddon, 2010).

Both reward systems have a positive influence on student motivation, engagement, and academic performance (Theodotou, 2014, pp. 17-21). However, more recent research shows there may be potential limitations when using reward systems in school, for example extrinsic rewards have been shown to detract from intrinsic motivation, which demotivates children to take initiative for themselves. (Li, 2023).

It is important to remember that what motivates and supports one child, may not motivate another because children are individual (Cowley, 2023). This concept of children being individual and at the centre of their own learning was researched by Estyn (2022) who ensures that each child has equal opportunity and that, rather than giving direct commands, even the quieter children receive constructive support to help them develop into more confident learner and begin to make their own decisions and learn at their own pace.

The Welsh Government (2021, pg. 5-7) had the same idea when stating that ‘Progression in learning is a process of developing and improving skills and knowledge over time’ and have introduced the idea of children working in progression steps, rather than age groups. This reiterates the importance of a child centred approach and noticing that child-centred educators honour the learner’s curiosity and capacity to drive their learning (Wilson, 2018). Children learn through consistency and engagement, whether it being social skills, behvaiour or academic work, and this is demonstrated through involvement, motivation, and progression (Allen and Kelly, 2019). It is essential that this is understood, and educators differentiate methods to meet the needs of the child because the Children and Young Peoples Commissioner Scotland (2023) states in Article 28, that all children have the right to an education.

When children learn a new skill, they improve their independence, confidence, and self-esteem- supporting their holistic development (Raising Children Network, 2018). This is important because it is evident that children who have a positive state of well-being have enhanced abilities to concentrate and engage in the classroom, increasing progression; when children feel safe, supported, and emotionally secure they tend to thrive academically (Morrison and Vorhaus, 2012). This is a strong viewpoint and is supported by the Welsh Government’s curriculum by it being one of the four main purposes of learning- ‘healthy confident individuals are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society.’ (Welsh Government, 2020). 

Bandura (1986) found that learning occurs in social context with dynamic interactions with people; his Social Cognitive Theory demonstrated ‘reciprocal determinism’, meaning that the role of the environment, individual factors and behaviour all play a part in a child’s development (LaMorte, 2022).  The environmental factors could include parental involvement, teacher support, and the role of peers (Adams, 2015). Dweck (1986), Elliot (1999), and Nicholls (1984-1989) had similar views after creating the Achievement Goal Theory; this theory consists of 2 goals: the mastery goal is to learn and understand a goal; whilst the performance goal is to do well compared to peers. This theory highlights that children’s motivation can be influenced by the role of peers (Chazan, Pelletier and Daniels, 2021, pp.40–56). 

This Case Study was inspired by existing research conducted by Baranek (1996) on 'The Effect of Rewards and Motivation on Student Achievement'. Studying this research influenced the research to want to deepen her understanding of the relationship between rewards and motivation and discover whether this differs for children with ALN.

The phrase Case Study has many definitions and has been termed a ‘contested terrain’ (Yazan, 2015, p. 2). According to Thomas (2011), Case Studies are comprehensive investigations using one or more approaches that evaluate individuals, events, decisions, eras, projects, policies, institutes, or other systems. The case under investigation will be an example of a class of occurrences that offers an object, or analytical framework, for the study to be carried out, and which the case clarifies and illuminates. A similar definition is found in the work of Gall and Borg (2005) who suggested that the purpose of the Case Study approach is to practise a thorough investigation of a phenomenon from the viewpoint of the individuals participating in the occurrence in its natural setting. Later research by Thomas (2021) enabled him to believe there are 2 parts of a Case Study each needing each other- the subject: the place/person, and the analytical frame: thing which is being studied. Using his Lens analogy, he described the purpose of a case study by stating that the object being studied was seen by the researcher through a lens, the subject's view.

There are 3 types of Case Studies: evaluative, explanatory, exploratory. This research project focuses on an exploratory Case Study. Yin (2014, cited in Hollweck, 2016) suggested that an exploratory Case Study is appropriate when wishing to gather an extensive and in-depth description of social phenomenon and is used to explore presumed casual links that are too complex for an experiment. 

Case Studies provide rich data related to the case because they are based in real life, creating a real picture of the case (Crowe et al, 2011). An exploratory Case Study has numerous benefits in research, one of which is the efficiency it has acting as groundwork as it opens doors to further research by generating hypotheses through its formulation (Schwab and Held, 2020). Case Studies typically use a variety of data collection techniques such as interviews, observations, and surveys. This is beneficial because it confirms findings by triangulating data and narrows down a nebulous problem that has not been previously studied (Coe et al, 2021, p. 137).

Whilst Case Studies have a lot of advantages, it is important that the researcher is aware of the limitations that can arise.  One limitation could be that since researcher bias is subjective, it is difficult to avoid. It's effortless for a researcher's values and beliefs to stand in the way of objectivity and analysis, leading to a dissertation and the omission of crucial findings (Shah, 2019). Another limitation of Case Study that must be considered when conducting research is that the findings do not provide sufficient evidence for the study to be generalised for the benefit of the wider population (Wikfeldt, 1993). Shaughnessy et al (2003) suggests that prior research indicates that case studies may not have a significant level of control, which might make it challenging to determine causes and effects. However, exploratory Case Study research is valuable and provides opportunities for more research since it aims to understand as much as possible about a specific group in a certain situation. (Cherry, 2022). 

There is approximately 32 participants in the observation and interview section of the Case Study, all of whom working are in Progression step 2. This group was selected through systematic sampling and consists of participants who have been labelled as neurotypical, and some who identify as having an additional learning need (ALN); this mixture generates a representative sample for children in Progression Step 2. Nevertheless, it is important to remember that slight variations may occur in further research due to this school’s additional learning needs (ALN) register being higher than the average in Wales by 7% (ESTYN, 2019, p. 1).

The researcher chose to use systematic sampling technique because it is quick and easy to implement (Mahmutovic, 2023) which is useful due to only having a week to complete this research. 
Systematic sampling is reviewed as a similar, yet more straightforward version of random sampling and leaves less opportunity for manipulation of data (Ross, 2021). 

However, it is important to consider the disadvantages that systematic sampling holds. Whilst there is a low risk of bias, it is still important that this is recognised and managed correctly (Frost, 2024). Another limitation is that patterns can be predicted due to having such a small sample population, and therefore this sampling method would be more effective on a large population (Hayes, 2023). For that reason, according to Fricker (2016), is crucial to understand that the effectiveness relies on the initial population count- but this cannot be controlled, for example, if someone falls unwell the fixed interval and alphabetical order isn’t accurate as you must miss people out. 

A mixed methods technique was the preferred approach because collecting both qualitative and quantitative data combines their strengths and offers a more comprehensive perspective (Casebeer and Verhoef, 1997). As stated by Patton (1999), a thorough understanding of phenomena can be developed through qualitative research by utilising a triangulation of multiple methods (Carter et al., 2014, pp.545–547). The Pragmatist approach contributes to this, revealing that a mixture of methods is necessary and useful as they can be combined to generate conclusions (Öztürk and Şahin, 2019, pp.301–310). 

Planning what you are going to research is crucial to pursue the process of operationalisation for effective research (Cohen et al, 2017). Therefore, the researcher ensured she had a plan for each of the methods she used. Prior to the research the researcher designed a robust observation schedule. This was inspired by Denscombe (2010, p. 132) who advised it would give structure to social researchers and can be used to guide their construction.

Weinstock (2023) described observations as a purposeful method when researching because they allow researchers to see things in their natural context and things that may escape conscious awareness; it is commonly referred to as a naturalistic observation because of this. Using observation as a research method holds some challenges. One of these challenges are ‘researcher positionality’ which effect how data is interpreted (Wilson, Janes and Williams 2022). However, the observer was aware of this challenge throughout her observation which reduced the unconscious bias that could occur. When planning the observation, the researcher came across the research of ‘colour blindness’, and noted the importance of avoiding unintentional blindness, which she did by challenging her own assumptions to collect reliable data (Apfelbaum, Norton and Sommers, 2012, pp.205–209). As an educator it is important to take this research forward into future practise.

Another challenge could be the ‘Hawthorne Effect’, meaning the presence of an observer can have a considerable effect on the behaviour of those being observed (Mahtani and Spencer, 2017). This is evident in Dickson and Roethlisberger’s (1939) conclusion that individuals increased their productivity when supervisors noticed, watched, and paid attention to them (Perera, 2023).  To ensure that the Case Study is ethically correct and aligns with BERA Guidelines (2019), the observer informed participants what and why they were being observed. 

The third challenge is the ‘observer bias’, demonstrated when the clear attitudes and expectations of the observer may affect what is seen (Bhandari, 2022). The Dissonance theory supports this as it suggests that researchers strive towards consistency in what they believe and see, causing observation to be selective (Newcastle University, 2023). Another theory which includes ‘observer bias’ is the Impression Formulation theory; this insists that some information is more important, and the order of information is received in importance (Fiedler, Krueger and Prager, 2024).

Dewey (1938) stated that as researchers we need to understand the significance of things we see and hear, and this significance consists of consequences that which will show when what is seen is acted upon (Chiapello, 2022). This directs us to, Moravec’s (2016) theory that learning is invisible, and the need to take into consideration that it is experimentation, exploration, and through the consequences of enabling serendipity where learning occurs. Therefore, he concluded that observation alone is not enough. 

Interviews were another research method used in this Case Study to collect data. Interviews is a useful method when needing to provide in-depth information pertaining to the research topic from individuals in a target population to understand their experiences, perspectives, and behaviours (Clements, 2023).

It is important to note that using interviews can hold many limitations. Ponizovsky- Bergelson et al (2019, p. 7) raised many concerns about interviews, her first suggestion was that child-adult led interaction is a central challenge and is affected by power-based relations, for example children’s inhabitations and adults lack of trust that children are able to report important information. The interviewer was aware of this challenge before conducting the interviews and made sure that they had an open relationship with the participant, explaining what the data collected would be used for and their option to stop if they so wished. This conversation allowed the interview to be more personal as boundaries were set and the participant felt more comfortable being involved. 

Another one of Ponizovsky- Bergelson et al (2019, p. 7) challenges towards the method of interviews in research is that interviewers need to be given training and/or time to practise giving interviewees time to answer and prepare important expressions because it is essential that interviewees believe that they are being appreciated for their original contribution. This was prevented prior to conducting research, the researcher was given advise by lecturers and colleagues on how to present herself and behave in an interview, having to demonstrate it to peers and show professionalism.

The third research method use in this Case Study was questionnaires. The questionnaire was completed online using Microsoft Forms and sent to 8 teachers within Tondu Primary School. Fargas Maker and McSherry (2017, pp.578–595) speak about the use of technology-enhanced data collection methods, with advancements in technology, researchers can now collect data using tools like online surveys, mobile apps, or even social media platforms. They suggest that these methods provide new and efficient ways to gather information. 

A strength of using online questionnaires is that responses are completely anonymous, but still completed by the target group. The benefit of anonymity is that participants are more comfortable when responding, response rates increase, the feedback tends to be more honest, and it helps to avoid social desirability bias (Cleave, 2021). On to contrary, it can be argued that anonymity can be an issue, especially with smaller samples because you cannot clarify their responses, which may be less specific than others (Elizabeth, 2019).

Wright (2017) suggests that another positive aspect of using online questionnaires is that it is cost effective and time friendly. This was perfect for this Case Study because it had to be completed during Electives week on a university course. However, it has been noted that participants tend to leave a lot of unanswered questions due to them being complicated, long, or irrelevant; participants are highly likely to skip questions and respond to the easy, or ‘least effort’ ones (Cornell, 2021).  


When presenting and analysing data the researcher was cautious of risk of researcher positionality. Researcher positionality can influence the way the researcher portrays the data and links to the idea of researcher bias. Throughout analysing data, the researcher utilised the work of Braun and Clarke (2006), who introduced a method called thematic analysis. They suggest that there is an outline of what the analysis is, locating it in relation to other qualitative analytical methods that search for themes or patterns, and in relation to different epistemological and ontological positions. The term epistemological position refers to what the researcher thinks knowledge is, and ontological position means what the researcher knows knowledge is. Their research obtains a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns within data. It outlines six steps to analyse qualitative data and identify themes to help researchers analyse qualitative data and uncover meaningful insights: familiarization, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, ﻿﻿﻿defining, and naming themes, and writing the report (Delahunt and Maguire, 2017, p.3).

When reviewing qualitative data, NFER (2013, p. 11) supports this thematic analysis method and suggests applying a coding strategy, such as using themes or colours. The researcher followed this advice to efficiently compare relative responses obtained from the online questionnaire and interviews, coding proved to be a valuable strategy during the analytical stage of the research.

The researcher wanted the findings to demonstrate exploration, description, interpretation and understanding of the data analysed. Cohen et al (2011) employs a scientific approach, discussing the concept of method being ‘fit for purpose’. They emphasize the need for methods of assessment accurately measures what it is intended to measure and emphasizes the necessity to have evidence of validity. The authors touch upon the concept of reliability, which relates to the consistency and stability of assessment results. This suggests that assessments should be reliable, meaning that they produce consistent results when administered to the same individuals under similar conditions (Kruizinga et al, 2020).

According to research, Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba (2013) suggested validity is the process of assessing the reliability of findings from the perspectives of the participant and the researcher (Leung, 2015). Rose and Johnson (2020) adapted this work and described the term reliability as the ‘soundness’ of the research, referring to the level of dependability, consistency, and replicability. However, it is important to remember that no research can be 100% valid or reliable (Mohajan, 2017, p. 2). Therefore, instead of validity and reliability, Berger (2015) focuses on the idea of reflexivity and transparency. It is believed that to increase levels of validity and reliability, you must adopt a reflexive approach. This can be demonstrated by the practice of clarifying how the interactions between participants and researchers intersect in context, which strengthens both the understanding of the work and increases credibility to the findings.

A more recent viewpoint which differs from the scientific approach is Bloomberg and Volpe’s (2019) process of ensuring trustworthiness. According to Porter (2018), this process covers four areas to increase the level of trustworthiness that research holds- credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability. The authors emphasize the need for robust data governance practices, including data validation, verification, and documentation, to ensure the integrity of the data. They support Berger (2015) with their argument of the importance use of transparency and accountability measures to enhance trust in data and conclude that by addressing these aspects, researchers can build trust in their data, leading to more reliable and informed decision-making processes.

When conducting this Case Study, the researcher had to ensure that ethical considerations were embedded throughout; this abides by the BERA guidelines (2011). The researcher completed an ethics form (Appendix 1) which was authorised by the Director of Studies.

The participants were unable to give valid consent for themselves. However, prior to visiting the school the researcher sent a letter to parents/guardians explaining the nature of the Case Study and a consent form for their child (Appendix 2). Although valid consent was gained through parents/guardians, it is essential that the children felt comfortable and wanted to participate in the research and so the researcher ensured they received verbal assent from the participants themselves. This follows Article 8 of the GDPR (2019), affirming that any person below the age of 16 must be given or authorised consent by the holder of parental responsibility over the child.

Before beginning any observations or interviews the researcher gave the participants information about the Case Study (Appendix 3). This information goes into detail about what to expect, the aims of the research and what their role entails. This act enforces transparency with the participants (UWTSD, 2022, p. 4). During this time the researcher reinforces the children about their rights within the study and the acceptance of wanting to withdraw without reason (BERA, 2019). To attain on going assent throughout the interview, the researcher has provided the participant with a colour card showing red one side and green the other so that children can use it to show assent or wanting to withdraw without verbally communicating (Appendix 4). This is important as some children may feel obliged to continue and not want to speak up due to being in a school context. This follows Article 7 of the GDPR (2019), stating that it should be easy for a participant to withdraw from research and this withdrawal is to be accepted regardless of prior consent.

Throughout this case study the researcher has anonymised the school’s name in appliance of BERA Guidelines (2019). Anonymity and confidentiality were demonstrated through the online questionnaires, interviews, and observations; the researcher will be aware of the children’s names, however when recording results will use code to ensure that this data cannot be linked back to the participant (BERA, 2019).  When managing the data, the researcher took responsibility for the storage of the data by using an encrypted password to open documents on her laptop, and locked paper copies of data in cabinets which needed a key to access (GDPR, 2023).

The paramount ethical issue of taking children out of lessons to interview them was disregarded during this research. The UNICEF (2022) article 28 states that children have the right to learn and have an education. The researcher is aware of this misconduct and will not replicate this mistake in future practise.

Whilst observing the researcher focused on five areas: engagement, intrinsic motivation, persistence, autonomy, and balance (Appendix 5). This observation took place in a classroom where the children were working at progression step 2. A limitation the researcher found whilst analysing the data is that because only one class was observed for 1 hour, it struggles to give solid data which would be generalizable for the whole school. However, it is important to cogitate that the external rewards given would be similar for all classes as mentioned in the Behaviour for Learning policy document (2019).

The researcher found that whilst the school gave children a reward system to work towards- DoJo points, the children seemed to be more motivated by the internal rewards. For example, children wanted to level up on their activities using the iPads and so the success made them genuinely happy. Additionally, it was demonstrated that children wanted to help each other, whether it be to genuinely help a struggling friend or show off their skills, the children used partners to learn. Vygotsky (1934, 1978) talks about this in his social learning theory, suggesting that a ‘more knowledgeable other’, that may be a teacher or peer, provides guidance and modelling to enable the child to learn skills within their zone of proximal development (McLeod, 2023).

The interview data can be found in Appendix 6. The data from this research method was interesting because 100% of participants suggested that they are motivated to learn through internal stimuli, however when asked to give an example of a motivating reward, 75% of children named a type of external reward. However, when the participants were asked what activity they would do without the promise of a reward, 100% of them stated hobbies. All the participants mentioned that the activities they would do without a reward is because of the way it makes them feel internally, benefiting their well-being. This indicates that rewards can be used as a bribe to persuade someone to act in a certain way or in this instance, complete a certain task (Bose, 2022). 

The school uses DoJo points as a reward system. The bar chart below shows the results of how helpful each participant thought the school reward system was in terms of motivation to learn. As you can see, half of the sample population thought that the use of DoJo points was helpful when motivating them, however, one participant slightly disagreed and another completely disagreed.
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The researcher used this question in a structured interview, which lead to limitations because it does not allow flexibility and the researcher could not ask for details and therefore details were omitted (Beaumont-Oates, 2022). In future practise it would be beneficial to use a semi-structured interviews to find out why participants feel this way.

The data collected from the online questionnaires can be found in Appendix 7. This data was completed by teachers within Tondu Primary School. The data show that 100% of participants use some type of reward in their classroom and that children with an addition learning need (ALN) are treated the same as those without. This abides by The Equality Act (2010), enforcing that children should be treated the same, regardless of their gender, religion, or any disabilities (Department for Education, 2014). However, one participant does mention that expectations may differ for those children to be able to achieve; Deer (2020) would suggest that this demonstrates equity within the classroom and promotes an inclusive environment.

Most participants have mentioned that the idea of a long-term reward must be met with short term rewards which lead to the end goal. This is supported by Lindquist (2020) who states that if rewards are too long-term then children lose interest, and so having short-term rewards will entice the children to stay focused and work towards their end goal.

In conclusion, a common theme of acknowledgement from the teacher has occurred; one participant in the online questionnaire has suggested that verbal praise gives children a genuine love for learning, and after interviewing children and hearing similar responses, the researcher truly believes that the idea of this verbal praise from teachers holds a massive part of children being motivated in the classroom. The observation data found concluded that children felt rewarded when the teacher recognised their good work, even when an external reward was no offered.

As a researcher it was difficult to process an inductive approach because of prior preparation and studying previous research on similar topics. Whilst summarising this research, the researcher must reiterate that due to the number of additional learning needs (ALN) pupils at this school, it is important to know that things that work in this school may not be universal. 

When reflecting on the research, the researcher used the Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988); it has 6 distinctive stages leading from a description of the event/experience through to the conclusions and considerations for future events. In this model, the first three stages are concerned with ‘what happened’, and the final three stages relate to making sense of the experience and how you, as a teacher, can improve on the situation (Main, 2023). When the researcher presented the data to senior school staff, they factored in quotes and examples to support each finding. This PowerPoint can be found in Appendix 8. Presenting this data to staff within the school gave a sample of anonymised voices of pupils. Article 12 of UNICEF (2020) emphasises the value of student participation and voice by stating that the opinions of children and youth should be given careful consideration. Therefore, the researcher would advise using regular student voice inside of the topic to raise motivation in the classroom.

This improvement would support the researcher in their Qualified Teacher Status (QTS), as well as contribute efforts to the professional learning passport, covering the strand ‘listening to learners’, ‘developing new techniques’ and ‘continuing professional learning’. Completing this strand will ensure the student-teacher demonstrates how they consider views of children to engage and encourage them as active participants in their own learning, learn and practise research method techniques, and show skills of being a life-long learner (Welsh Government, 2019). 
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