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Does the use of positive reinforcement improve engagement within a Key Stage Two setting?

Introduction
The purpose of the research is to gain an understanding , if positive reinforcement affects the engagement of children within a key stage two (KS2) classroom. This issue interested us because we have seen the use of praise used throughout the stages as a way of getting the children to model desired behaviour and as a classroom management strategy. Theorists such as Skinner have noted that using positive reinforcement in a classroom environment has a longer lasting effect on children’s engagement, (Bates, 2018). This interested my partner and I to research further into positive reinforcement and to witness the effect it had on children in the classes we teach. The children in my class are rewarded using a ‘DoJo system’ which means the children receive points for behaving in a certain way. These points are used to encourage the children to work hard throughout each lesson and are even awarded for positive behaviour whilst on the school yard. The point system is used throughout the years so all children are aware of their meaning. My partner and I decided that our research question would be ‘How to improve engagement through the use of positive reinforcements in a KS2 classroom’. For my class this means that they will participate in a whole class lesson taught by myself. Beforehand I will have chosen 3 pupils for my partner to observe and I will use positive reinforcement frequently so that my partner is able to see the effect it has on the children and if it has improved their engagement at any stage throughout the lesson. My partner and I discussed why this research would be beneficial to us and we came to an agreement that it would help to improve our practice and allow us to find out if the use of praise and positive reinforcement had a positive effect on the engagement of our chosen children. With positive reinforcement being an area of importance that has been outlined by many different theorists as having a positive effect on children’s engagement. We decided that it would be an area for us to conclude if it is evident that the desired behaviour is modelled because of the use of positive reinforcements. The children in my class are in year 3, they are a very well behaved mature group of children who are able to follow instruction well and are used to the use of positive reinforcements within a lesson. This would mean for my class that the children are not going to be shocked by the use of positive reinforcements and the lesson will flow naturally to them.  We as researchers want to physically put this into action to see if there is an obvious change in the engagement levels of the children being within the class. By witnessing first-hand the effects the use of positive reinforcement has will allow us to determine the strength it has as a classroom management technique. We will be using verbal praise, stickers and DoJo points as positive reinforcement for us to understand how and if the children’s engagement levels have increased. 
Literature Review
In order to prepare for the research lesson I looked further into the research question by reading current literature on the topic. This literature showed that many practitioners agree with using positive reinforcement as a way to obtain desired behaviour within a lesson. Gray and MacBlain (2015) state that there are many frameworks that can be used within classroom management skills. One of these being the behaviourism framework, this is where positive reinforcement would fall under. Behaviourism is theory that employs a number of strategies that encourage appropriate behaviour as well as discourage any inappropriate behaviour, (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).  Dixie (2007) states that without a rewards system to support the discipline strategies a classroom management plan would not be complete. A range of rewards should be in place in order to reinforce good behaviour according to The Department for Education (2016). According to Payne (2015) with whole school behaviour policies being implemented within schools it has brought with it a system that includes rewards and sanctions. Positive reinforcement would come under the rewards section and  Bates (2016) talks about what positive reinforcement is, he states that it is when good behaviour is encouraged by the class teacher by offering rewards. This can also be known as a behaviour modification approach which is used as a technique to ensure that management of the class remains in the control of the class teacher. The Welsh Government (2012) discuss that when teachers give children genuine praise, be it specific or spontaneous, it encourages children to enjoy their learning and can also be seen to discourage any competition between the children. According to Slavin (2012) when a teacher’s classroom management skills are ineffective this can be seen to have a negative impact on the outcomes of the pupils within the class. Grigg (2010) and Pound (2009) discuss how appropriate behaviour can be encouraged within a lesson. They state that by the class teacher using verbal praise, stickers and rewards as a tool this can have a positive effect on the behaviour of the class. The Donaldson Review (2015) has an emphasis of the use of positivity within lessons. This would coincide with the use of positive reinforcements as it would have a focus on the positive ongoings of the lesson rather than highlighting bad behaviour constantly. Gray and MacBlain (2015) discuss that Skinner believed using praise as a classroom management technique could strengthen the desired behaviour shown by the children. Bartlett and Burton (2016) agree and state that within a primary school setting the use of stickers or smiley faces given out to children as a way to promote and reinforce learning and the desired behaviour that is expected by the class teacher. In particular Pound (2006) discusses how Skinner believed that the a child’s behaviour is shaped by the use of rewards and punishments. He believed the children would actively try to avoid punishment in order to get a reward. This would then lead to the desired behaviour being more frequent as the children would become increasingly aware of the positive remarks or point system. A report from Estyn (2015) also coincides with the above literature as it states that by encouraging good behaviour through the use of positive reinforcements and rewards an improvement is achieved in the way the children are behaving and focusing during lessons. Although, not all literature I have encountered has had the same view, Couglan (2014) states that the use of praise on children who are struggling during lessons could have the opposite effect. He believes that their motivation levels will drop even further because they believe that the class teacher has low expectations of them. This argument is something to think about during the research as it is an aim of the class teacher to make sure they do everything they can to close the gap in attainment for all children within their class through an effective learning environment.  According to Kohn (1993) he believes that the use of rewards are successful in aiding you to get the desired behaviour or will increase the probability that something will be done. However, he also states that by giving rewards it will change the way something is done. Meaning that the attitude of the person who had not wanted to model the behaviour or task previously will now complete it just to receive the reward. As previously mentioned Skinner believed that when positive reinforcements such as praise are used within a classroom environment it can strengthen the behaviour of the children in a positive way, (Bates, 2016). However, according to Gray and MacBlain (2015) he also believed that if praise is used too frequently then it may have the opposite effect and start to lose value or weaken the desired behaviour. Partin, et al., (2010) state that it is important for teachers and practitioners to evaluate their use of positive reinforcement within the classroom and if it is reinforcing the desired behaviours or not. In agreement with this Tauber (1991) states that if a teacher or practitioner uses positive reinforcement purely because it makes their life easier the children will start to pick up on this and the behaviour will decrease. However, if after evaluating it is decided that the approaches are not working it is important to try alternative approaches as no two children are the same, (Grigg, 2010). Kohn (1993) is a theorist who states the use of positive reinforcement  can demotivate a child’s natural motivation to want to learn. Bartlett and Burton (2016) agree and state that this approach is challenging for teachers and practitioners as they need to encourage the desired behaviours and achievements without removing a child’s own desire to want to learn. Kohn (1993) also states that the two ways in which praise comes across can either leave a child feeling determined or become dependent on the approval of someone else. Dweck (1999) partially agrees with this and states that if positive reinforcement is not used in the right way then it can make the children become passive and dependent on others. With this literature in mind this research aims to look at how the correct use of positive reinforcement affects the engagement of the children. 
Lesson Study Design
The methodology used for this research project is lesson study which according to Dudley (2014) this is a form of action research which focuses on the development of teacher practice knowledge. Bush (2009) states that lesson study is a model for collaborative classroom professional learning where two or more teachers work together in order to develop their practice within the classroom environment. It also aids teachers to develop specific teaching techniques which are designed to improve a particular area of learning. Teachers are to keep a record of what they have learned from the research in order to pass on the practice knowledge to others within the field. The methods of data collection that will be used during the research will be observation, reflection and a focus group interview. The data that is collected will be that of qualitative data as the data being collected cannot prove or disprove any findings, however it will provide an in-depth insight into the research, (Jha, 2008). Patton (1990) describes this kind of data collection as collecting a variety of detailed descriptions of a particular situation. Jha (2008) considers this approach to be an interpretive one where the researcher attempts to make sense of the data collected which according to Denscombe (2010) makes the researcher a crucial measuring device as the researchers background can have an effect on the type of data that is produced. 
In order to carry out the lesson study each researcher will take a whole class lesson whilst using positive reinforcement as a way to try and encourage engagement. Three children will be chosen to be observed by the second researcher to see whether the use of positive reinforcement increases their engagement or not throughout the lesson. The observations will be completed using the Leuven Scale to measure the engagement of the children there will also be a section available for any additional comments. The scale has been adapted slightly so that it coincides with the research. A copy of the adapted observation scale has been included in the appendix to show you how the observation notes will be completed. After a discussion with the research partner it has been decided that the children’s level of engagement will be observed at 20 minute intervals. The researcher taking the lesson will need to increase their use of positive reinforcements every 20 minutes in order for the observer to see if it is this making the engagement increase.  In order to analyse the data collected from these notes we have used the Leuven Scale to decide what level of engagement the child is at and when. This will make it easier to understand the data collected and is an instant visual aid if the children’s engagement had increased during the lesson or not. Therefore, to analyse this data it will simply be noted if the children had increased their engagement levels or not.  This method of data collection was chosen as it allows the question to be looked at more thoroughly. According to Wolfinger (2002) when writing observational notes background knowledge of the observer can inform the decisions made. Due to this we decided to use the Leuven Scale to try and create a diary for the two researchers to follow whilst observing. Knowing what to look for and how to judge the children’s engagement levels would allow us to coincide with each other.  In order for the two lessons to be observed in the same way the researchers would need to complete the same form following the same structure. This way any background knowledge of the subject would not be able to have an influence on how the observer noted down what they could see. Limiting the observation to every 20 minutes would also ensure that the observers are following the same time scale making the data fair to test. Once the lesson has come to an end the researcher who has taught will have some time to reflect on what has happened. It has been decided that the reflections will be captured using Gibbs’ reflective cycle (1988). This was felt to be a beneficial way to record the reflections as there is a cycle to follow which will not allow the researcher to be too descriptive. Attached in the appendix is a copy of the reflective diary that will be filled in. This reflection will be completed before the focus group interview takes place so that the reflection is only based on the lesson itself. This is so the reflection is not influenced by what the pupils have said within the interview. A reflection of the lesson was found necessary as according to the Welsh Government (2015) reflective practice is designed to help you improve and to respond positively to change. As the research involves doing the same lesson twice but with two different groups it was determined that reflecting after the first lesson would then contribute to the second lesson  being improved.  After the reflection has taken place the focus group interview will commence with the three children who have been chosen to be observed.  To do this questions have been written that the children will be asked to find out how they feel the lesson went. They will be open ended questions so that the answers are entirely the opinion of the chosen children. These questions are attached in the appendix. The children will be asked 5 questions on the lesson they have just had. The answers given will then be analysed further to gain an understanding of how the children felt the use of positive reinforcement had on them. According to Mack, et al, (2005) the use of a focus group interview will be seen as a way of collecting qualitative data as it is an effective way of gaining an understanding of how a group feels about the research topic. Williams (1994) had an influence on why this data collection method was chosen this is because he states that the expected data collection would provide insight into the way the children feel about this specific approach. With the Donaldson Review (2015) having an emphasis on pupil voice this approach seemed well suited to the research question and would coincide with the new curriculum in Wales. The children who were chosen to be observed were selected due to their willingness to voice their own opinions in previous lessons. This is what made the selection process simple as the research required candidates who would be happy to talk about their thoughts and feelings on the topic. 
Ethical Considerations
Prior to the start of any research an ethics form needed to be completed and sent away for approval. In completing these forms BERA Guidelines (2018)  were followed closely. It was essential to show a responsibility to the participants and ensuring that they are fully made aware that they may withdraw at any moment. Once approval was given the research was able to go ahead whilst keeping the ethical considerations in mind. 
When completing research in a school environment there are a number of ethical considerations to abide by. These include, gaining consent, transparency, right to withdraw, any risks that may arise and privacy and data storage, (BERA, 2018).  As the children included within the research fall into a category of eight years old or under it was necessary to gain consent from their parents or guardians to include them in the research. In order to do this consent forms will be sent home with the children and only those that have brought back an agreement will be considered to be included in the research. This would then be classed as informed consent which according to David (2001) is essential when it comes to working with children in a school based environment.  As it is the right of the participants to withdraw at any moment throughout the research and after, the children will be read an information sheet which is included in the appendix. This sheet will disclose all the information which will aid the children in their decision to take part or not. It will be read out to the pupils so that they are made fully aware of what the research is regarding and it will give them the opportunity to step forward and announce if they do not want to take part. It will be made clear to the children that they are fully within their rights to leave the study at any time if they do not wish to continue being a participant. As the three children chosen to be observed will be included in the focus interview it is essential that before the interview begins the children are to be asked one last time if they still wish to continue being participants in the study. Once the three children have given their approval again the interview will begin. The interview itself will be voice recorded on a password protected laptop which will provide accuracy when reflecting and analysing the data at a later stage. Within the ethics forms it is important to consider any risks that may arise within the research. These risks would include risks to the participants the researchers and the university. Risks to the participants could include deciding later on that they no longer feel comfortable taking part in the research or some children may become upset that they have not been chosen for the interview. As stated above it will be made clear to the children that they are able to withdraw at any time without there being any consequences. Also as trainee teachers we will endeavour to ensure the children feel comfortable and safe in the environment we create for them. Lastly it is important to make sure that all data collected is stored under a password protected system and personal information is kept anonymous. To abide by this the children included within the research will be referred to as ‘child 1, 2 and 3’ throughout this research assignment. 
Lesson Study 1 – Results and Analysis
For the lesson we had decided to look at kindness, my partner introduced two apples to the children and queried if they thought the apples looked the same. The children responded with yes, one of the apples had been repeatedly dropped and was bruised on the inside the other was not. The aim of the lesson was to show the children that when nasty words are said it can have a negative effect on the person inside. The children passed the dropped apple around the circle and were repeatedly nasty to it, they then passed the other apple around the circle saying nice things about it. The two apples were then cut in half to show the effect the children had on them from the inside. The dropped apple was all bruised inside and the other apple still looked juicy. The children then had to choose a name from the jar and write a nice note to the person they chose. The lesson goals for the children were for them to gain an understanding of empathy. The children were extremely excited over the hands-on activity and their behaviour suffered because of this. Some children were a little distracted but they all seemed to understand the concept of the lesson. Three children were observed during this lesson to see if their engagement increased after positive reinforcement was used. In order to calculate the engagement levels during the observations we used the Leuven scale as a measurement tool. We adapted it slightly so that we were able to observe a number of times during the lesson, this scale can be found in the appendix. At the start of the lesson my partner used praise a number of times so we could see if the observation children would show any signs of engagement straight off. Due to this child 1 had a slight shift in their engagement levels from the transition of register to the lesson starting. To begin the lesson child 1 started off at a level 3 as they showed some signs of interest within the lesson. At the next point of observation child 1 had dropped down to a level 2 as they showed some signs of disruptive behaviour. At the final point of observation child 1 and gone back to level 3 as their focus had been brought back after being praised for writing their compliment on their chosen person so efficiently. Child 1 had shown signs of positive reinforcement having a positive outcome for their engagement within the lesson.  Child 2 showed signs of disinterest once the lesson had begun with the use of facial expressions making him seem as though he did not want to participate in the lesson. However, once the lesson had started and the apples were passed around child 2 started to show signs of concentration and enjoyment. At the point of observation two child 2 had jumped up to a level 4 for their engagement levels as they had been praised for using such powerful adjectives to describe how lovely the apple was.  At the point of the last observation of child 2 they had dropped slightly down to level 3 for their engagement levels. Although child 2 still seemed interested in the lesson he was able to be distracted by other children which pulled him away from focusing fully even though he had been praised. The use of positive reinforcement here seemed to have had a positive effect on Child 2 to begin with. However, towards the end of the lesson Child 2 seemed to not notice the praise. Child 3 remained the same level of engagement throughout. There was no increase or decrease even when positive reinforcement was used. Child 3 remained at a level 3 throughout the lesson remaining focused on the task at hand, however without showing any signs of enjoyment and maintaining a neutral posture throughout the lesson. Even though the use of positive reinforcement had been evident throughout the lesson and was aimed at the three children that were being observed Child 3 seemed to not pick up on the praise that was given to her. She remained at the same level of engagement throughout the lesson and the use of positive reinforcement seemed to have no impact on her at all. 
Once the lesson had finished my partner and I reflected on what had happened during the main bulk of the lesson. This reflective diary can be seen in the appendix. We decided to use Gibb’s reflective cycle as a means of reflecting deeply on what had occurred. After this discussion we decided that we needed to praise more to do with the lesson and to use the point system. We felt that this may have more of the desired effect on the children within my class. We also thought about adding positive reinforcement which would include something of interest to the children such as extra time for play. We decided for my lesson I would ensure I praise the children more frequently and more to do with the lesson. We also discussed adapting the lesson slightly to introduce the bruised apple on its own as a hook for the children’s engagement. We felt that this way the children may be intrigued as to what is happening rather than guessing instantly after looking at both apples and their similarities. We also felt that I should reward the children with things that they want or like. This would include the use of the DoJo system and extra play time which was previously mentioned. After looking back on the lesson together we felt that it was sometimes difficult to determine if the children were engaged because they showed little or no emotion. Also we felt that it could just be a matter of opinion to if I felt the children were engaged or not if there was more than one observer this outcome could have been different. We learnt that introducing something new to the children made them get overly excited and therefore easily distracted. We felt if we were to participate in research similar to this again we would teach a lesson that the children are used to such as Maths. This way the children will be used to the set-up of the lesson and their engagement levels may be easier to determine. We interviewed the three children after the lesson, they stated that they had enjoyed the lesson because it was something different. When we asked about the use of praise within the lesson they told us that they felt happy when they are praised and that it makes them want to work harder. The research tools we used to collect our data were sufficient, however, we could have used other forms such as questionnaires or had more than one person observing. This way we could have had more evidence to conclude results from.  
Lesson Study 2 – Results and Analysis
The goals for this lesson were the same as previously stated, we wanted the children to understand how nasty comments can affect a person. During the lesson some of the children did not want to say nasty things to the apple and they wanted to be nice to it. I encouraged them to be nasty to the apple for the purpose of the lesson. I inputted the adaptations within the lesson and after discussion my partner and I felt that these had fitted ‘well. Again as this was something new to the class they were overly excited and somewhat distracted. This made the lesson a little trickier than usual as they had to be brought back on task on a number of occasions. As previously stated we still felt that a different style of lesson would have suited the research question better. After reflection and an in-depth discussion after the lesson we both felt that the lesson itself was beneficial to the children, especially at their age group. The lesson visualised the effect bullying or nasty comments can have on a person and it seemed to really register well for the children. However, the lesson was not perfect and there were a number of ways that the lesson could be improved if taken again in the future. I had modelled being nasty to the apple in a way that a child may be nasty to another child and I dropped the apple on the floor. A lot of the children then imitated my actions causing the apple to split as some threw it a little harder than I did. To conclude the lesson the children needed to see the two apples as still looking similar on the outside, as they no longer did this set some panic through me. It was worrying as the lesson depended on them still looking the same on the outside. However, the children seemed to look past the fact the apple had split and could still draw upon some similarities between the apples. We used the same research tools which enabled us to draw evidence from our findings. After discussing this lesson we felt that the research tools we used were beneficial for our research question so we would not amend them.  At the beginning of the lesson I had started off with praising the three children chosen to be observed. The praise used was based on the behaviour and the way they were sitting nicely. My partner who was observing the engagement of the children noticed that child 1 started off at level 5 for engagement as she was excited about the apple and her facial expressions showed that she was interested. After the first 20 minute interval her engagement level remained the same and it was noted that she listened carefully to myself and the other children. Child 1 remained engaged at level 5 during the next interval this level was given due to child 1 putting her hand up to answer questions and her facial expressions when discussing the two apples and how they looked on the inside. Child 1’s engagement levels remained the same throughout each interval it has been noted that she responded well to the use of praise and in receiving a DoJo point. Child 2’s levels of engagement dropped throughout the lesson firstly starting at level 4, seemed shocked that I had not liked the apple. Child 2’s level of engagement drops slightly down to a level 3 as there is no change in the facial expression however, child 2 is listening well. Over the next interval child 2’s level of engagement has dropped down to level 2, child 2 has become distracted and is talking with other members of the class. Overall child 2’s level of engagement decreased throughout the lesson despite being praised and rewarded. Child 3’s level of engagement starts off at a low 2 as they begin distracted talking to those sitting next to them. The engagement then increases to a high level 4 as child 3 starts to listen intently when the apple is being passed around. Seems to be engaged in what the other children have to say about the apple. Overall Child 3’s levels of engagement seemed to increase throughout the lesson. Although their facial expression did not change and sometimes they became distracted by other children. Once the class had come to an end and the reflection had been done the three children were then interviewed. Their responses to the questions were sometimes quite general however, they stated that when they get rewards and praise for good behaviour and on their achievement they felt happy, helps them to focus and encourages them to work harder. 
Research Findings
From carrying out this lesson study we found that the children we observed responded well to praise, however, it did not hold their engagement levels throughout the entirety of the lesson. The more praise and rewards that were used seemed to have the opposite effect on some of the children. This would coincide with the literature read as Dweck (1999) and Kohn (1993) both stated that when praise is not handled appropriately it can begin to have a negative effect. Whilst it is evident that there are conflicting theories over the use of positive reinforcement within a classroom environment it is also evident that it can have a positive effect. Child 1 in the second lesson remained highly engaged throughout and was happy when rewarded for their behaviour. Although, child 2 in lesson one did not seem to be interested in being praised and their level of engagement decreased throughout the lesson. Literature stated that no two children are the same and they may not respond to praise or rewards in the same way, (Gibbs, 2010). This is evident from the research as none of the children remained the same level of engagement. Although some children may not have been engaged fully throughout each lesson it does not mean that praise does not work for those children. A number of factors can come into why the children became distracted or why their levels of engagement decreased. Aubrey and Riley (2017) state that it is down to the teacher to ensure that a child’s psychological needs have been met before the lesson has started. As previously stated we as researchers felt that the lesson may have been more beneficial to the research if we had used a style of lesson that the children were used to. As the children had not been taught this way before they were overly excited which in turn led them to becoming distracted. This would be a fault on our behalf as this should have been taken into consideration during the lesson planning. The evidence shows that in some cases the use of positive reinforcements does improve engagement  for some children within a KS2 classroom environment. However, there is also evidence that shows it has no effect on the level of engagement for other children. 
For the two classes it would be beneficial for the use of positive rewards to remain in force, however based on the evidence received from the research it may be even more beneficial for a strategy to be put in place where the rewards are something that the children want or like. This evidence comes from the focus group interview where one of the children stated they would like extra playtime or Lego cards as a reward for good behaviour. The methods used within the research had strengths but also limitations to them. The use of the reflection allowed us to look deeply into what had happened, however it also became evident that the lesson we had chosen to do did not benefit the research question. This then became something that caused stress between the researchers as there was no way of changing it for the second lesson. With this in mind the other methods used did save the research as without them we would not have been able to collect much evidence. As Jha (2008) had recommended the use of a focus interview and observations allowed us to collect an in-depth insight into answering the research question. 
Conclusion
[bookmark: _GoBack]After completing the lesson study it is clear to see that the evidence aided in partially answering the question. More research into if the use of positive reinforcement improves engagement would be necessary in answering the question in more depth. The methods used to collect the data were reliable however, there was also an element of own belief within them. In order for the research to be more reliable methods should be used that do not require any personal beliefs to be involved. Although it is felt that more research needs to be done to fully answer the research question, it is evident that this research would provide the foundations to build upon. If I was to carry out this lesson again I would be able to draw on the good and bad points of the previous lesson. After reflecting on what happened I would change a number of things to try and improve the lesson. I would not model dropping the apple, I would just use words to describe how I felt about it. Hopefully this way the children would not throw the apple across the circle. I would also make the transition from the carpet to the tables smoother by walking around the circle getting the children to pick a name out and move to their seat. This should stop any distraction and the children should not feel the need to chat with others. I would also fully explain that no one needs to know who you choose or what you write about the person. Modelling writing something nice on the board may also benefit the children as some found it difficult to decide what they wanted to write. Overall the theme behind the lesson was appropriate to the class as some of the children within the class had been having a few arguments on the playground. This lesson embedded in them that it is better to be nice to someone than to be mean as you never really know the damage you may be doing to someone. Moving forward as a trainee teacher this research has allowed me to gain an understanding of the use of positive reinforcements within a classroom environment. To improve as a practitioner it is important to take the positive and negative findings from this research and continue to build on it as I progress through my next experience of placement. As it will be in a different school with different children it is important to remember that not all children respond in the same way, (Grigg, 2010).  Being able to differentiate my strategies will prove beneficial when working with different children as it will allow me to establish which strategies work best for the children I am working with at that time. During my time in the next placement I will endeavour to remain confident with the classroom management skills I have already acquired but make every effort to keep adding to my abilities. According to the Welsh Government (2012) the use of positive reinforcement can be seen as an effective approach when working with children during my time as a trainee and then moving on as a qualified teacher I will continue to work on this approach to find out what suits me and also the children who I will work with. 
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