Does praise improve a learners motivation and attitude in a learning environment?


	
	Targed/Target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn.

What I have done in this assignment.

	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	Try to develop synthesis of work using a number of authors.
	I spent more time across different resources to find a variety of authors to build an argument. 

	Targed/Target 2
	Look at the UWTSD referencing guide to assist you in this area of your work
	I accessed the library guide to referencing to boost my understanding

	Targed/Target 3
	Consider developing counter arguments when critically evaluating the impact of your own practice.
	I tried to include more counter arguments but I struggled due to the popularity of using praise in classrooms. 



Word count: 5,470. 

The topic that intrigued me was the influence, and extent of influence, that praise can have on a learner, specifically during lessons. I was interested in this because I assumed that pupils would appreciate praise but I wanted to understand whether or not it would affect their attitude and motivation during the lesson, or to school in general. I was also interested in finding out if it would have a positive impact on their mental health, but this was not feasible to research within the timescale and restrictions and would have overwhelmed the research project if we had looked into attitude, motivation and mental health. At my current stage in my career, understanding factors which influence attitude and motivation is more beneficial. Furthermore, research on mental health would require individual attention of a research project, and more time and resources than was available to my partner and I. 

	The research took place in a medium mixed secondary school in South Wales teaching through an English-medium to ages 11-18 (Estyn, 2013). The observed classes were both in Key Stage 3, as initially planned. The first lesson was a year 8 Drama class and the second lesson was a year 9 History class. According to My Local School, the population of the school in 2018 was 1219 with 8.1% of these pupils having access to free school meals (Welsh Government, 2018); this is in comparison to the figure quoted in a report from September 2018 stating that 20% of children in Wales currently meet the requirement for free schoolmeals (Childrens Society, n.d). The most recent Estyn report from 03/12/2013 shows that the school was rated as ‘good’ (many strengths and no important areas requiring significant improvement) for current performance and ‘good’ for prospects for improvement.

	The research question that my partner and I devised was ‘does praise improve a learners motivation and attitude in a learning environment’? This concise question meant that we could focus specifically on motivation and attitude of three pupils and assess fully how much of an impact praise can have on them. We chose our three pupils from each lesson (six in total across the two lessons) and we used a baseline of a scale of behaviour and engagement demonstrated in previous lessons, two pupils who consistently showed good behaviour and engagement, two pupils who often showed good behaviour and engagement and two pupils who occasionally/rarely showed good behaviour and engagement. These were chosen within the context of the classes, meaning that even our poorest behaved/engaged pupils were not necessarily the most poorly behaved/engaged pupils in the school. Furthermore, these pupils may act differently in different subjects throughout the school. 

To begin with, I thought it would be important to my research to have a clear understanding of motivation prior to beginning my research. Motivation can be defined as “powering people to achieve high levels of performance and overcoming barriers in order to change” (Tohidi & Jabbari, 2012). This definition itself highlights the importance of motivation as those who are motivated aim to achieve as high as possible despite any obstacles they may face. It was therefore an easy decision for my partner and I to make to include motivation as part of our research question as it will help us understand motivation and how to motivate pupils, which will enhance our careers as teachers. Furthermore, I discovered that motivation was intrinsically linked into praise, attitude, pupil-teacher relationships and growth mindsets.

A report entitled ‘Pupil Attitudes to Self and School’ researched what factors created a positive attitude to school for pupils ranging from year 3 through to year 9. The report states that those who have a positive attitude to school itself are more likely to achieve better results, especially those from poorer and disadvantaged backgrounds. However, the report also shows that from year 7 onwards, there are fewer pupils who have a positive attitude to school, although the report accounts this to transition from Primary to Secondary school. The report suggests that the negativity to both school and to their own potential within the classroom can be as a result of, amongst other causes, pupils attitude to teachers (GL Assessment, 2016). This is a good summary that allowed me to understand the importance that not only attitude can have on learners motivation and attainment, but also the importance of pupil-teacher relationships. This report encouraged me to research into the effects that praise can have on learners and whether it would impact on their attitude not just to the lesson, but to school in general. 

Stuart Tiedeman stated that pupil-teacher relationships are often highlighted as a means of motivation and attainment in the classroom and studied this concept further to determine to what extent of an impact it can have (Tiedeman, 1942). Although Tiedeman produced his report in 1942, the emphasis on pupil-teacher relationship is still prevalent in many articles and books published in more recent years. This encouraged me to consider whether praise could improve a pupil-teacher relationship.  To support this theory, Conroy et al. decided that praise can improve relationships between pupils and teachers, as suggested in ‘Creating a Positive Classroom Atmosphere: Teachers’ Use of Effective Praise and Feedback’ (Conroy, et al., 2009). Furthermore, Helena Marsh researched teacher-pupil relationships and discovered that pupils would feel more engaged in the lesson and interested in the topic itself. Her study covered a range of pupils from aged 13 to aged 15 and they all reached the same general conclusion, with some pupils stating that their level of engagement and/or enjoyment depended which teacher they had. She goes on to explain what can be done to improve relationships, one of which included teachers acknowledging and praising good work which gave the pupils confidence and increased engagement (Marsh, 2012). Using the research provided by Conroy et al. and Marsh, I was keen to use praise in a classroom setting to see whether it would help my relationship with the pupils and whether this would in turn improve the motivation and attitude of the pupils, including pupils who had not shown an interest in history in lessons. 

In a blog article, Jessica Mendes discusses how a positive attitude can improve confidence which in turn can lead to improved grades. This is not achieved by generic positive quotes, as Mendes suggest that these become obsolete with little attention granted to them, instead she suggests focusing on the positivity and disregarding negativity (Mendes, n.d.). Furthermore, a positive mindset can lead to a growth mindset, a concept encouraged by Carol Dweck. However, Dweck suggests in ‘Mindsets: How Praise is Harming Youth and What can be Done About it’ that praise ought to be used carefully. Overuse or misuse of praise can have negative repercussions and result in pupils having lower self-esteem and pupils having less motivation to learn. In this article, Dweck suggests that praise should be applied to encourage the efforts and attempts that pupils have made rather than the level of intelligence shown through their answer or work (Dweck, 2008). Although this is an interesting counter-argument provided that depicts the negative aspect to praise and although it is a concept that I would consider incorporating into my future teaching practice. However, for the sake of my research project I felt inclined to praise pupils for the answers that they provided. I was careful not to disparage any pupils based on their answers and I would naturally praise a pupil if it was evident that they had shown a great deal of effort to answer any questions, verbal or written. Although I did not actively take on board Dweck’s message, however, in my lessons I follow the basic premise of her argument subconsciously. 

Another counter-argument that was important to consider was again made by Carol Dweck in ‘The Perils and Promises of Praise’ in which she states that pupils believe that praise is directly linked to intelligence. This understanding of praise can lead to a fixed mindset about a pupils own intelligence which would naturally had a detrimental effect of their attainment and attitude towards school. Dweck goes on to say that praise can have a short term positive effect but in the long term can have lasting negative effects. For instance, one study Dweck performed showed that pupils who were given praise for their intellect would become disengaged and have less confidence as soon as they start to struggle with a task as they had associated success with intelligence (Dweck, 2007). This ties into the aforesaid comments in the previous paragraph but provides the aspect that pupils can believe themselves unintelligent if they do not match the same level of achievement from a previous task which resulted in them getting praised. However, Dweck goes on to mention that previously struggling pupils become motivated once they understood and appreciated the idea of a growth-mindset and resulted in their grades being improved (Dweck, 2007). Although I was keen to encourage the idea of growth-mindset for my pupils, I was more compelled by literature encouraging the use of praise in the classroom to boost motivation and attitude of the learners and therefore decided to offer praise whenever applicable. 

The primary methodology used to undertake this research project was a ‘lesson study’ based on the model conducted by Peter Dudley. Other forms of research methods we used were questionnaires (appendix 1 through 6), reflective tables (appendix 7 and 8), non-participant observation and observation forms (appendix 9 through 13). The basic premise of a ‘lesson study’ is a group of teachers working together with a common goal and creating a number of lessons in order to achieve that goal. The teachers take it in turn to teach a lesson, whilst the other members in the study observe and make notes. After each lesson, the teachers reconvene to discuss what went well and what improvements can be made for the next lesson. A ‘lesson study’ can be adapted and changed to suit the needs of the researcher and can include specific case study pupils (Murphy, et al., 2017). In this case, we identified 3 pupils in each lesson to observe as it would be manageable for one observer to focus on 3 pupils and get the most from the lesson study. Dudley defends the use of case pupils by stating that the observer(s) may be able to identify if pupils are not working at the level expected of them – whether that means they are over- or under-achieving it still reveals an issue that would need resolving (Dudley, 2014). Non-participant observation was used in this case during the lesson and worked well as the pupils behaved as expected in both lessons. Cohen et al. suggest that when an adult observes pupils in a classroom (although they specifically state infant, I believe this to be applicable to this situation) the children present automatically assume them to be another teacher. This requires the observer to distance themselves from the children (Cohen, et al., 2007) which both my research partner and I succeeded in doing. Another aiding factor may have been that because we are both student teachers, the children are used to more than one adult being present in the room during these lessons. 

A lesson study is an effective way to research for a number of varying reasons. One reason, highlighted by Peter Dudley, being that teachers are unable to be aware of all that is happening in their classrooms, so to have an observer in would mean that points and moments of interest or importance will not be missed (Dudley, 2014). This means that the observer can; witness learning from a different perspective which allows further understanding; decipher the learning process notice any miscommunication or misunderstanding between pupil and teacher; understand how to match learning to pupils’ need; create a supportive network of teachers and; improve their learning as a teacher by adapting to what they have learnt (Dudley, 2014). However, Dudley also states that “professional learning takes place over time” (Dudley, 2014) and although my partner and I were able to have our research take place over two days, this would not have been long enough for a conventional lesson study.  











Figure 1 – Lesson Study Cycle
[image: page6image1010041632]
(Dudley, 2014)

Figure 1 simplifies the whole lesson study process and demonstrates the pattern that my partner and I used. However, at the post RL1 & RL2 discussion, we also filled in a reflective table that allowed us to have a written understanding of the lesson, highlighting whether we had achieved our goal and what improvements we needed to make. The reflective table had a number of questions that we had pre-designed and then answered after the lesson had taken place. This made sure that we stayed on track. 

	During our research lesson, the observer would fill in a form that we had devised. We had created a ‘before’ and ‘after’ table which would tally the amount of times our case study pupils displayed low level engagement, moderate engagement and sustained engagement to monitor motivation and the amount of times our case study pupils displayed low level performance, moderate performance and sustained performance. We also provided a definition for each indicator in order to make sure we both understood what we were looking for. We also provided space for observation notes to document any significant behaviour that could not be defined by the above moderators. This also allowed room to comment on context which could account for unexpected behaviour from pupils. After each lesson, we provided the pupils with questionnaires and asked them to fill in their answers. We decided against interviewing pupils and concluded that a questionnaire would be better suited for the questions we wanted to ask the pupils but that we would be present whilst they filled in the questionnaire. This was influenced by Cohen et al. as they suggest that being present during the questionnaire means that not only would we receive the answers straight away but we could answer any questions or queries that may arise (Cohen et al., 2007).

	The ethical considerations that we acknowledged in our ethics forms were that if a pupil was not chosen, it could affect their self-esteem, pupils may feel under pressure to give a “correct” answer if they were aware of an observation and aware of the topic, safeguarding and anonymity. To address the concern of safeguarding and anonymity, we ensured that the class teacher would always be present and ensured that no pupils would be given their questionnaires alone and we were careful to not use names at any stage, referring to pupils during discussions as A, B and C. We decided to give consent forms to every pupil and not make the pupil aware of who was being observed until the lesson ended. This meant that we could ensure no-one would feel left out but also that the pupils would act normally and wouldn’t feel any pressure during the lesson itself. We also discussed whether it would be effective to withdraw praise from pupils who were not chosen but decided against this as this would provide a risk to the rest of the class and therefore, praise was appropriately given to any and all pupils when applicable. My partner and I both spoke to our chosen classes and briefly explained the research project before handing out consent forms for their parents to sign. This meant that pupils were aware and would be able to provide assent, or would be able to decide that they would not want to participate. Pupils were made aware that they could withdraw at any point without providing a reason or resulting in aby consequences. 

	Our research aim was to ascertain whether and to what extent praise would affect a learners motivation and engagement, and attitude and performance during our lessons. To determine whether this was achieved in our first research lesson I refer to appendix 10 and 11. Appendix 10 shows pupil engagement and attitude prior to any praise being given. Child C, who was chosen as the pupil with the poorest behaviour and motivation, had six counts of low-level engagement, compared to their peers who had no counts of low-level engagement. All pupils demonstrated signs of moderate engagement with Child A, who was chosen at the pupil of ‘average’ behaviour and motivation[footnoteRef:1], showing four counts. Child B, who was chosen as a pupil who is consistently well behaved and engaged, showed just one count of moderate engagement and four counts of sustained engaged. It is worth mentioning that all three pupils showed signs of sustained engagement at some point prior to praise. There is a similar pattern when looking at the attitude of the pupils before praise was given. Child C displayed signs of low-level performance and mostly moderate performance, Child A showed mostly signs of sustained performance as well as moderate performance and Child B showed six counts of sustained performance alone. Thus far, the results were as we expected from the pupils that we had carefully chosen. The observation notes support above with Child B having positive comments. Child A displayed some distracted behaviour initially but become interested and engaged. Furthermore, Child A was seen talking to and trying to engage Child C throughout the whole lesson. Child C only gave their attention to the film clip shown, for the rest of the lesson they were distracted and during a rehearsal of four pupils, Child C would frequently walk away from them. My partner who was teaching noticed this and after talking to Child C, I noticed that the became more engaged and involved in the group task.  [1:  In the second lesson, the same process was used to choose and title the pupils, i.e. in the second lesson Child C is again the pupil with the poorest behaviour and motivation etc. ] 

	
	Appendix 11 shows pupil engagement and performance after praise had been given. Child B showed similar results with very little difference before and after praise. Child A showed an improvement, with less instances of moderate engagement and no instances of moderate performance, and an increase in sustained performance. This demonstrates that praise was effective in improving Child A’s motivation and attitude to the lesson. The most obvious difference is that Child C displayed no signs of low level engagement nor low level performance. There were fewer recorded instances in total for Child C post-praise, this could be attributed to the fact that they were so disengaged from the lesson that it was difficult to find opportunities to praise Child C as they appeared unwilling to talk or perform. According to my partner and the usual class teacher, this is unusual behaviour for Child C who normally shows more enthusiasm in lessons, particularly when performing so there could be an external reason for their behaviour in the lesson. However, when Child C was given praise, specifically during group rehearsal, they became more engaged and better behaved. This change in attitude was particularly noticeable during their group performance in front of the class where Child C was enthusiastic and expressive when acting. Both Child A and Child B became naturally more engaged in the lesson when it came to rehearsing, however, when given praise during rehearsal, they became excitable and keen to perform in front of the class. Once the teacher left, this excitement and enthusiasm remained and was evident through the rest of the rehearsal (all three pupils were in a group together). 

	The pupils being observed were given a questionnaire (see appendix 1, 2 and 3) at the end of the lesson, until this point they were not aware that they were being observed, but they had all provided consent forms. The questionnaires began with questions about the lesson they had just had, this was done in the hope to make the pupils feel more at ease. The pupils were unanimous in their understanding of the lesson. Through their answers, Child A (appendix 1) described how the lesson made them feel proud of their work as well as stating that praise not only motivated them but encouraged them to work harder, after having received praise. Child B (appendix 2) displayed similar answers of pride but suggested that praise only affected their motivation and attitude slightly whereas the language used by Child A suggests it had a greater impact on them. Child C (appendix 3) however, explains that they were less engaged due to the fact that they had hoped for more lines in order to achieve a better grade which shows that although their actions did not reflect it, it is clear that Child C had an active interest in their grade and attainment level. Child C claims that praise motivated them but did not feel any change in their attitude post-praise. This is contrary to the information gathered from the observation form which saw a marked improved in Child C’s attitude post-praise. Child C goes on to say that they enjoy receiving praise and seeing classmates being praised but also suggests that praise can sometimes be overused and that not all those who receive praise, deserve it. Furthermore, their answer to question 8 indicates that Child C thinks that praise can be fabricated and lacks true meaning. This is an important consideration to remember as if any pupils have any distrust in the praise provided to them, then it may have little-to-no effect on the pupils motivation and attitude. This may also impact pupil-teacher relationships as it shows a lack of trust in the teacher from the pupil. 

	Following the lesson, my partner and I had a discussion and filled in a reflection table. During the discussion, we decided that for the second research lesson we would give more emphasis and exaggeration when giving praise to make it more obvious to the pupils. This was also done in the hope that pupils would appreciate the praise to be sincere and genuine as it was not only important to our research that pupils could recognise praise to respond to it, but also for pupils in general to understand and appreciate when they receive praise for their own wellbeing. In order to help achieve this, we reached a conclusion that during the second lesson I would focus on questioning the class in order to provide praise for the answers given. We also decided that we would observe the facial expressions of the 3 case study pupils in the second lesson to see if we would notice a change in attitude or motivation in an alternative way to watching the pupils work ethic. Due to the nature of our research and the fact that praise is applicable to all subjects, we did not need to alter our resources or data collection methods in any other ways. 
	
	Appendix 12 is the observation form from research lesson two before any praise was given to pupils. It is similar to appendix 10 as it shows us that Child C was displaying signs of low level and moderate engagement and performance. Child A and Child B both showed signs of moderate and sustained engagement and moderate performance, but only Child A showed any sign of sustained performance. This is a significant difference to the first research lesson which resulted in all pupils at some point showing both sustained engagement and performance prior to praise. The pupils were sat next to each other which could have had an effect on the results as the observation notes state that Child C was often distracted and chatty and in turn distracted Child B, who would have otherwise been engaged in their work. Child A was not distracted by Child C but did provide support to Child C when they were struggling with their work. 

	Appendix 13 shows pupil engagement and performance after praise had been given. Once more there are no instances of low level engagement or performance from any of the three pupils. Due to the fact that we had incorporated more opportunity for question and answering into this lesson, we were able to observe more instances of significant behaviour. Child A remained consistent before and after praise, Child B showed an improvement with more instances of sustained engagement and performance over moderate engagement and performance and Child C showed an improvement by displaying signs of sustained engagement and performance, although not as many as their peers. Again the observation notes provide clarity and possible explanation for the behaviour shown. Both Child B and Child C showed marked signs of improvement once the lesson went on but were disengaged with the start. Child C particularly struggled initially but once I discussed it with them and praised them for the understanding their motivation and attitude improved. Throughout the lesson Child B and Child C were engaged in answering questions directed to the class which indicated that they were engaged in the topic, this is reflected in our observation table. However, Child A was less openly enthusiastic. I had discussions with them during class tasks and could see that they were enjoying the lesson and that they were working well. Child A responded well to individual feedback and was consistently happy to help Child C throughout the lesson. These results are different to research lesson one, especially when comparing Child B, the ‘high’ achiever who was consistently sustained during research lesson one but the ‘high’ achiever for research lesson two displayed fewer signs of sustained and increased signs of moderate. This shows that attainment levels do not always link directly to motivation and/or attitude in the classroom. 

	For the questionnaires (appendix 4, 5 and 6), the pupils understood the lesson and demonstrated this in their answers. However, all 3 pupils stated that when hearing praise it made them motivated to get praise themselves. Again, these questionnaires were done by the pupils individually so we had no involvement so the fact that all 3 pupils felt motivated by praise demonstrates the positive effects that it can have on a learners engagement. Child A (appendix 4) stated that hearing praise made them feel good, and made them feel smart but also made them want to answer questions in class discussions. This shows that praise can have a positive effect on confidence as well as engagement. Child B’s answers also describe how praise can make them feel good and happy but also makes a point to mention that praise allows them to feel like they are doing well in their work showing that they care about their attainment, similar to Child C in research lesson one. Child B also mentions that praise affected their motivation, allowed them to enjoy the topic and made them want to learn more. Child C also states that praise made them feel proud of their work and of their answers to questions and that praise had a positive impact of their motivation and attitude in the lesson. These questionnaires all reflected the information gathered from the observation forms. 

	The reflective tables that we filled in after each lesson benefitted us to see what improvements we could make in between lessons but also meant that we stayed on track to achieve our goal. In both cases, filling in the reflective table lead us to the conclusion that we had validated our beliefs that praise does have a positive effect on both motivation and attitude. This was also reflected through our observation forms and the pupil questionnaires. This research made me realise the importance that praise can have on a pupil and has encouraged me to ensure that I will always make sure I provide appropriate praise to pupils whenever possible. It also highlighted some concerns such as pupils having a lack of faith in the praise given to them. This could be down to poor teacher-pupil relationships across the school. It is important to remember and ensure that a trusting relationship is developed between myself and all of my pupils. Furthermore, this research also showed that tasks can have a significant impact on engagement and attitude during lessons as suggested by the initial lack of engagement from Child B and Child C in research lesson two.

During the questionnaire after our second lessons, all of the pupils had written that hearing their classmates receiving praise motivated them to do well and to get praised themselves. This is reminiscent of Ivan Pavlov and his idea of Classical Conditioning. In this case, upon hearing praise pupils can become more engaged and motivated in order to receive praise themselves. Furthermore, once pupils have made and realised these associations, it is difficult for them to disassociate. Gray and MacBlain suggest that classical conditioning is at the core of many learning/teaching styles (Gray & MacBlain, 2015) and in this circumstance the rewards can be reaped. However, it could be suggested that this is an example of Operant Conditioning, as opposed to Classical Conditioning. B.F. Skinner is best known for his work on Operant Conditioning and his idea of positive reinforcement is evident in this circumstance as the pupils are keen to answer questions and do well in their work in order to receive praise. However, there were no examples of negative reinforcement during either lesson for the pupils we chose for our study (McLeod, 2007). In McLeod’s summary, it is suggested that positive reinforcement can have an effect on behaviour, especially through the use of compliments and affirmation and that the ideal ratio of compliment to criticism would be 5:1 (McLeod, 2007), however I found that my number of compliments outweighed criticisms significantly. 

One of the most significant findings for me was the importance of pupil-teacher relationship, as emphasised by Tiedeman and Marsh. I realised the need for a strong pupil-teacher relationship with Child C from the research lesson one but I also saw the benefits of a good pupil-teacher relationship with my own class in research lesson two, a relationship which I believe was strengthened through my use of praise to with this class over the course of my placement. I paid particular observational attention to our case study pupils and noticed that when they were doing the questionnaires, they were particularly at ease with me and happy to ask questions and partake in discussions. I was pleased to discover that all pupils enjoyed being praised and 5 out of 6 pupils felt motivated and an improvement in their attitude after receiving praise. Particularly with research lesson two, their questionnaires indicated that praise had helped them to achieve a growth mindset approach. 

Ideally, I would have liked to have taken more time for this research. I think it would have been beneficial to observe the same pupils over a longer period of time, both in the same setting and in different settings across the school. I would be interested to find out the long-term effects that praise can have on pupils in school, particularly their attitude toward school. However, even with this time limitation I believe that the methods we used were effective as the information that was provided from the observation mostly matched with the information provided on the questionnaires and this made it clear that praise does effect motivation and attitude. If our methods were ineffective, then the results would have been inconsistent and it would have been difficult to reach a conclusion. However, due to the limited timescale, it may have been more beneficial if the two research lessons had been on similar subjects, e.g. History and R.S. This would have been of use because it would have provided a similar perspective in which to study the pupils and understand their behaviours in one similar setting before observing them in different settings across the school. Furthermore, other extraneous variables such as interest in a particular subject (e.g. drama vs history) may influence engagement levels which again supports the idea that we may have learnt more from having similar, if not just one, subject(s).  

[bookmark: _GoBack]This project established that praise does have an impact on motivation and attitude in a learning environment. If I were able to do a similar research again, I would follow a similar pattern, especially the data collection methods, but I would want to devote more time in order to get a full understanding of the extent of the impact praise can have. However, it has been beneficial to my learning as a teacher as I am now fully aware of how much power something as simple as praising pupils has and I will strive to ensure that I will always incorporate this into my practice. Furthermore, I believe that the benefits of praise tie into Professor Donaldson’s four purposes (Donaldson, 2015). Specifically, I think that praising pupils can lead to ambitious and capable learners which links in to healthy and confident individuals as the questionnaires demonstrated that praise gave pupils the confidence and pride in themselves to succeed and to actually want to do well. 
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