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Aim, focus and purpose of the research/Research Context
This academic research involves designing, conducting and critically evaluating a close-to-practice professional enquiry focusing on the model of the transformative teacher in teaching practices that has a positive impact on the student.  This research project will “influence the ongoing learning of the student-teacher and is developmental in prompting further professional growth” (Welsh Government, 2017).
The aim of this research essay is to achieve a better understanding of learners’ perceptions of positive reinforcement as a strategy for behaviour management and class motivation. Promoting positive learning habits and behaviours is a statutory requirement within the professional standards for teaching and leadership (WG, 2017).  Skinner (1953) implies that positive reinforcement involves the addition of a reinforcing stimulus following a behaviour to increase the likelihood or probability that the behaviour will occur.  Positive reinforcement strategy is employed in alignment with School X’s Behaviour Policy.  By implementing this strategy during placement, differing behaviours were observed from different groups of students, which spurred interest in wider research. It is widely recognized that considering students' perspectives in educational programs is crucial. Teachers can gain valuable insights by examining how students perceive positive reinforcement as a means of behaviour management and motivation. By adjusting the teaching style based on this information, teachers are better equipped to address the needs and expectations of their students. 
Research was undertaken in a city secondary school of 904 pupils.  School X has a very high percentage (39.5%) of pupils with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) compared with the 3-year average (Estyn, 2023).  Similarly, the percentage of pupils (33.8%) eligible for free school meals is also significantly high (Estyn, 2023). According to United Kingdom Parliament (2010), suggesting poor diet can adversely affect pupils, especially disadvantaged students and likewise, having a good diet will improve attendance rate, concentration and motivation to learn. Downing (1991) advised addressing misbehaviour before teaching would be appropriate.  
The context of the classes relating to the research consisted of two Year 7 classes of high and low attainment groups as well as a Year 10 group. 

Literature Review
Classroom management and class motivation are crucial in shaping students’ academic differences.  Effective classroom management creates an orderly and productive environment while class motivation drives students’ engagement and enthusiasm for learning (Sieberer-Nagler, 2016, Dorn et al., 2017).  As a student-teacher, it is essential to promote “positive learning habits and behaviours” (WG, 2017).  Awang (2013) reinforces this view and encourages praising behaviour.  Skinner (1953) believed positive reinforcement as a key component of his operant conditioning theory included an introduction of a desirable stimulus such as rewarding a pupil for specific behaviours and discouraging unwanted behaviours.  Ryan and Deci (2020) suggest rewarding the behaviour such as completing assignments on time or actively participating in discussions, can lead to these behaviours becoming internalized so it would increase the likelihood or probability that this behaviour would be repeated over time.   Rewarding students, with social rewards such as praise, a smile, nod of approval, high fives or tangible rewards such as a phone call or postcard home or hot drink with the headmaster, when they perform well or meet standards will encourage a repeat behaviour (School X, 2024).  Recognising students’ work in public may encourage other students to emulate the rewarded behaviour (Diedrich, 2010). Granting children’s recognition for their diligent efforts and progress serves as a potent motivator, fostering resilience (Curriculum for Wales, 2022) in the face of future challenges.
Ferlazzo (2012) highlighted the analogy between farmers and educators: just as farmers cannot force crops to grow, educators cannot compel intrinsic motivation in students.  Intrinsic motivation referring to the desire of learning originating from inside the learner.  However, they can create a conducive classroom environment where intrinsic drive is more likely to flourish.  As a result, students are more likely to be intrinsically motivated (Ferlazzo, 2012) to engage in class activities and maintain positive academic habits. Cushing, Horner, and Barrier (2003) suggest that positive behaviour is connected to positive social surroundings in the school environment, and that there is a correlation between well-behaved children and good child-parent relationship.  Building a strong relationship and getting to know students’ strengths and limitations are critical for teachers to use positive reinforcement most effectively (Sterret, 2012).  
According to Morin (2017) and Hattie (2009), verbal praise is one of the most effective forms of positive reinforcement for promoting desirable behaviours and outcomes in students. The research indicates that regular and specific verbal recommendations can greatly improve students’ engagement and overall behaviour in the classroom by reinforcing positive actions and encouraging repeated behaviors.  Burnett and Mandel (2010) advocate this view; however, they emphasise that the effectiveness of praise largely depends on its nature, with specific and targeted praise eliciting favourable reactions from students as compared to general praise.  Morin (2017) and Burnett and Mandel (2010), emphasis the effectiveness of specific and targeted praise in promoting positive student outcomes.
Motivation, reward, classroom management and punishment are all variables which relate to positive reinforcement.  Research has consistently shown that teachers use positive feedback at a bare minimum (Scott et al., 2017). It is widely recognised that feedback is the most efficient and consistent strategy that teachers utilise (Hattie, 2012).  Its limited use can result in missed opportunities to reinforce good behaviour and academic effort. 
The evidence indicates that positive reinforcement is a useful technique and an essential component of education (Cook et al., 2017).  However, the straightforward process of reinforcement is still disregarded in education as an antiquated, damaging, and ineffectual approach despite logic and evidence as opposed to the findings of Cameron et al., (2001) and Kohn (2018).  Kohn (2018) believes that extrinsic motivation, enticing students’ interests through grades, points, prizes, gold stars or even threats of detention and negative calls home are short-lived as students tend to place more focus on the rewards rather than the task itself.  Kubanek, Snyder, Abrams (2015) research indicates that punishments can be more effective than rewards in guiding behaviour.  This is because punishments offer immediate feedback, while rewards require more time to establish the desired behaviour, implying it is easier to punish than to reward when both options are available. This is often the case because the effect is immediate, for example, sending a misbehaved pupil to stand outside the classroom rather than “conditioning” (Skinner, 1953) as this may be time consuming.
This literature is relevant to the case study undertaken in School X as it gives an overview of the current understanding and literature available for this investigative research (Chigbu et al., 2023), based on the research question “What are the pupils’ perceptions of positive reinforcement as a strategy for behaviour management and class motivation?”   Engaging in a wide range of literature will enable scholars to identify knowledge gaps, identify targeted inquiries thus contributing to the progress and development (Creswell, 2012). The wealth of information and research conducted on positive reinforcement all highlighting the effectiveness of modifying behaviour and seeing positive outcomes (Skinner, 1930; Wheatley, et al., 2009).  Although opinions are divided on the benefits of positive reinforcement, alternative viewpoints will be considered when evaluating the data.
Explanation of Case Study 
Swanborn (2010) defines a case study as an investigation of a social phenomenon that is supported by various data sources including observations, interviews and document analysis.  Swanborn (2010) highlights the exact steps that must be taken, all the while staying inside the boundaries of social system that includes people, groups, organizations, local communities and nation states.  Its goal is to examine and to deduce data to derive widely generalisable conclusions and thus fill in knowledge gaps, question prevailing understanding and to uncover hidden dimensions (Creswell, 2012).  Among qualitative research methods, a case study relies on a variety of data sources, including documents, artifacts, interviews and observations which then allows researchers to create a detailed and nuanced picture of the topic under investigation.  The objective being is to unveil minute details offer a complete understanding of the subject matter (Baxter and Jack, 2008).  Researchers define the parameters of the case, set boundaries, and analyse data using various techniques.  Case studies can be descriptive (to describe the phenomenon), explanatory (to explain how or why something occurred), or exploratory (to identify research questions for subsequent studies) (Yin, 2017).  They are inherently multimodal or mixed methods, combining methods, combining both qualitative and quantitative data sources (Clark, 2005). This approach allows a deep examination of a specific subject or phenomenon within its real-life context when unearthing a rare or distinctive phenomena for a complete analysis of the subject enquiry (Yin, 2017).  It is research based, evidence based and methodologically flexible (Simons, 2009).   As well as having assurances on reliability and validity theory in the initial stage would be having a well-researched, well-defined question with relevance to the case study and its connection to the literature world which should possess a conceptual framework that integrates with the current paradigm of data processing and interpretation (Yin, 2017). 
Participants
The subject groups are Year 7 and Year 10 pupils involving all to complete a questionnaire and two focussed interview groups gathering pupils’ perceptions of positive reinforcement. The significance of the case study enables a thorough investigation and aids in locating any gaps, abnormalities or additional experiences or events that might have an impact on attitudes and behaviours (Yin, 2014).  
The research design data will be collected for this quantitative research project to investigate the relationship between positive reinforcement and students' behaviour and motivation in the classroom. The researcher hopes to understand if different sampling groups can benefit more from this reinforcement strategy. This could make it easier for educators to understand the perspectives and experiences of their pupils and help educators create successful teaching methods. There are many variables to consider as positive reinforcement does not stand alone, such as the learning environment, the relationship between the teacher and pupil, students’ attitude towards learning, the rewards and the length of the condition and the environment. This descriptive case study can shed further light on the phenomenon and help understand the effects of this classroom management technique. It can also support previously published research, to help researchers easily formulate and replicate hypothesis and provide a direction for further studies.  However, it is noteworthy that the case study is subjective, biased and may lack rigour; criticisms of case study is that all research findings and interpretations of data rely heavily on the researcher’s interpretations who may be funded and influenced by personal views, preferences and opinions, hence, there may be restricted prediction values for a given example, distorted data and a lack of probability sampling (Yin, 2017).  Moreover, according to Stake (1995), researchers exercise prudence when generalizing findings from a solitary case study and consider the specific contextual factors that influenced the study. By exploring the students’ perceptions of positive reinforcement, this research study contributes and supports the literature theory of effective strategies of managing classroom haviour and class motivation aligned with the curriculum goals.

Research Methods 
The aim of this research study is to address knowledge gaps in the literature, challenge current understanding and to contribute to the progress and development (Creswell, 2012).  By investigating on the research question: “What are the pupils’ perceptions in positive reinforcement as a strategy for behaviour management and class motivation”, this would put theory into practice and add strength to current literature using data drawn from the mixed methodologies. The current literature suggests the underutilisation of positive reinforcement; highlights the effectiveness of modifying behaviour and seeing positive outcomes (Skinner, 1953; Wheatley, et al., 2009).  By conducting this investigative study, the researcher hopes to contribute to the support of this underutilized practice in education.
One way to make the research process more apparent is through methodology, which may also be used to describe the exploratory approach, the course of action, the method, or framework that guided the strategic planning and strategies (Silverman, 2005).  In this research activity, the research methods used were a mixture of qualitative and quantitative approaches. 
Qualitative Approach (Focussed Group Interviews) 
The qualitative data gathered from the focussed interviews give perspectives based on a set of semi- structured questions on two focussed groups: 2 Year 7.  The questions asked would have the pliancy in the order the questions were asked and thus would allow the interviewer to expand their answers (Walker and Solvason, 2014).  This qualitative method had the advantage of involving fewer participants, thus less time spent on transcription (from audiotape) and then the data scrutinised (Naughton and Blatchford, 2010).   The pupils in the group were involved in an informal group interview seated in a round table so pupils could talk naturally and interact with each other at ease with a live audio recording of the activity. The semi-structured questions were prepared in advance and written on a page, the researcher reassured the interviewees of their rights, anonymity and confidentiality.  This method of data collection from the perspective of teaching and learning has the advantage of providing an in-depth understanding of the participants’ beliefs, perspectives and experiences (Braun & Clarke 2006).  The focussed group interview was chosen because it was informal and allowed participants to speak on their own terms for data gathering on participants ‘behaviour and setting (Bruce, Louis, and McCall, 2015).  It also had the advantage of exploring and understanding pupils’ perceptions, ideas or feelings as it captured feelings and opinion, subjective in nature. However, qualitative methods, being subjective, might open to sub-conscious bias when interpreting participants’ responses (NFER, 2013). It had been criticised for being time consuming, which involved making sense of complex narratives and hard to provide general statistics (NFER, 2013).  When conducting the interview, it would dig deep into the ‘Why’, ‘how’ (Yin, 2017) aspects of things, taking on a more holistic understanding, being able to adapt questions to answers as well as facial expressions, intonation, observations for data collection.
QUANTITATIVE APPROACH (QUESTIONNAIRE) 
A questionnaire is a tool and is a popular choice which enabled the researcher to gather data efficiently within a limited time span (Creswell, 2012). In this case study, a set of both open and closed-ended questions were incorporated which allowed the collection of qualitative and quantitative data to be extracted (Creswell, 2012).  Administering questionnaires had the advantage of including a large cohort within the study simultaneously to gather data from a large sample (Brace, 2018).  All the subject groups had the standardised questionnaires, it was reported by their maths teacher that the low attainment group comprised mostly of pupils ALN and EBD and that comprehending the information may be a challenge. For this reason, the data collected from Group B was discarded as they would encounter difficulties interpreting the questions in this research project (Creswell, 2012).   Likert scales was used as a rating scale which is a common tool to measure attitudes, opinions and perceptions in questionnaires and surveys (Adelson and McCoach, 2010).  As there were only 5 choices in each question, each choice, for example ‘Highly Agree’ has a rating of 5, ‘Agree’ has a rating of 4, ‘Neutral (I don’t know)’ rating of 3, ’Disagree’ has a rating of 2 and ‘Strongly Disagree’ has a rating of 1, from then an average of the total score was calculated for all questions.
By utilising the strengths of quantitative and qualitative research (Braun and Clarke, 2006), this mosaic approach of integrating extracted data and analysis techniques allowed the exploration of perceptions, opinions, behaviours in detail capturing responses in different groups.  
To eliminate any potential unconscious bias, reflections were to be conducted using Brookfield's Lenses (Brookfield, 1998), which are intended to inspire the practitioner to reflect from several perspectives. The reflecting method proposed by Gibbs (1988) would then be applied to each lens to give each one of Brookfield's lenses additional structures. The researcher used Thematic analysis (TA) which is a popular method to analyse data in social, behaviour, sciences and beyond.  It involves identifying recurring themes, patterns, and underlying meanings within qualitative data sets. Researchers use various techniques, such as coding, thematic analysis, and content analysis, to explore and interpret the richness of qualitative information. By examining textual, visual, or audio data, researchers gain insights into the complexities of human experiences, behaviours, and social phenomena (Braun & Clarke, 2006). There are many rigorous stages in using TA: initially reading and gaining an impression of the transcripts line by line; then labelling relevant words, phrases, after which the researcher has to code the most important opinions, sentences, surprises and create categories by bringing several codes together, the labelled categories are then sorted into the most relevant and how they are connected to each other; these categories are placed in order of hierarchy (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Data Presentation and Analysis Methods
The qualitative data collected from the interviews were placed in order of hierarchy using the Thematic Analysis methods.  The rigorous steps of content analysis were used to allow classification and categorisation of common themes and patterns (Braun and Clark, 2006) to gain an insight in the perceptions of positive reinforcement from the pupils’ viewpoints.  See Fig, 3.1 and Fig, 3.2
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Fig 3.1
          
The quantitative data collected from the questionnaires were manually transferred to Excel spreadsheet. Using the Likert scale, the ratings of each group (Year 7 and Year 10) would give an average scale.  The average rating of each question was compared to the upper and lower quartile on the Likert scale of each class groups.  This approach would allow the researcher to compare and interpret data effectively into the pupils’ understanding of positive reinforcement as outlined in School X’s Behaviour Policy Handbook. Moreover, this qualitative analysis allowed for a deep exploration of the perceptions of rewards and class motivation.
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The versatility and accessibility of the thematic approach to identify themes and patterns (Braun and Clark, 2006) enabled the researcher to gain a better insight of the pupils’ perceptions when positive reinforcement is applied.  Therefore, by applying the mosaic approach which involves combining qualitative and quantitative data as well as multiple perspectives would allow the researcher to gain a more nuanced understanding of the pupils’ overall opinions and exposure to positive reinforcement (Clark and Moss, 2011).  Since quantitative research methods such as questionnaires would offer anonymity and understood respondents’ sentiments, so instead of a binary answer such as a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’, it could offer a more nuanced insight. This would add credibility and reliability to the case study being outlined by comparing information (Patton, 2014) gained from the mixed methodologies approach, called data triangulation.  The triangulation method would add an in-depth understanding of the students’ perceptions from extrapolated data derived from both the interviews and questionnaire.  To ensure trustworthiness of this research, as in the collection of the qualitative data, the interviews conducted were recorded and carefully transcribed.  This detailed analysis trail gave rise to dependability, transparency and replicability of this research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are crucial and essential when undertaking any research to consider the moral standards, the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants are adhered to.  According to BERA (2024), ethical guidelines shape the research processes from the beginning of orchestrating and designing, down to the latter stages of data extraction, data analysis and compilation of the research findings (BERA, 2024). 
Prior to the research project, an Ethics Form was filled out and had to be approved before any research activity was undertaken (see Appendix 3) from UWTSD. Once Ethical approval was gained, the researcher sent an email to both Head of Year 7 and 10 to seek consent for the two activities as well as 14 pupils’ names in Year 7 were forwarded. On behalf of the researcher, School X directly sent off emails to the relevant participants’ guardian for consent. Once consent had been given, the researcher reiterated that they were not obligated to state their names on the questionnaires and if at any time they did not wish to participate in the questionnaire or interview they had the option to opt out and their questionnaire destroyed. The researcher gained assent from all participants in both the interview and questionnaire participants and re-iterated that if the participants felt uncomfortable with the interview before, during and after, they have the right to leave at any point in time (BERA, 2024).   It was made known to the pupils that the interview would be recorded, and assurances given to protect the identity in the research such as participants’ names, year group or any other information that could lead to the identification of the participants. The data information would only be accessible by the researcher. Positionality refers to a person's perspective on the world as well as the stance they take regarding a research project and its social and political environment (Foot and Bartel, 2011). 

Results/Analysis of Results/Discussion 
The data collected from the interviews and questionnaires were on 02/05/2024 and the raw data were then translated using different research methods.

Year 7 (Group A) Interview Data: High Attainment Group
The pupils had a good perception of positive reinforcement, there was a chorus of ‘yeahs’ when asked about their perceptions of positive reinforcement, the participants were able to give examples of token reinforcers such as gift cards at the end of year, social reinforcers such as ‘being noticed for doing good work’. When the participants were asked about positive reinforcement having an influence on positive behaviour, Group A participants were quick to answer they were ‘here to learn’ and that they would work hard to achieve the grades which linked to question 4 to motivation. One participant stated that depending on what the reward would be for her to be really motivated. Others believed that they would work hard even if there were no reinforcements. There were two participants who remained quiet.  One participant was pro-active.

Year 7 (Group B) Interview Data:  Low Attainment Group
All pupils stated they had a good perception of positive reinforcement.  The participants unanimously agreed that they would be motivated with social influencer, such as praise or acknowledgement from the teacher. Participant A stating that he would work hard only for certain teachers. He stated that he enjoyed Maths and would work hard for Mr X and Mrs Y.  Participant B stated that she would work hard for all teachers regardless of which subject and to be ‘fair’ to all.  One participant did not say a word throughout.  Two participants were vocal.

Questionnaire Results: Year 7 (Group A) and Year 10 
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It was found that most of the participants had a good perception of positive reinforcement. There was a surprising anomaly shown in Group A and that the top75% of the respondents strongly agreed in question 6.  The quantitative results showed in Group A that positive reinforcement was a motivator and could impact their self-esteem. This was in stark contrast to Year 10, where 50% of the respondents remained neutral/unsure. In Figure 1, the pie graph showed Group A’s preferred reinforcer was having a postcard sent to home, second was positive phone call to home followed by praise in classroom. Group B’s preferred reinforcer was hot chocolate with the Head, 50%, assemblies, praise. Year 10 (2) voted positive phone call to call followed closely with praise and postcard. Group A was motivated with or without reinforcement, being intrinsically motivated, the biggest motivator being what the reward was. Group B was motivated by social reinforcement, simple praise or words of encouragement, but their biggest motivator was their teacher. Although Year 10 acknowledged positive reinforcement, 50% of the participants remained neutral about motivation. Their responses with regards to the reinforcers were impartial, there were no desired rewards. 

Discussion 
Figure 3.1, it was found that Group A responded well to positive reinforcement and were motivated especially if it was their preferred reinforcer (positive phone call to home or postcard).  They had a strong work ethics and would work hard regardless of whether they are positively reinforced.  The top of the hierarchy branch showed that the students were intrinsically motivated (Ferlazzo, 2012). This showed that some individuals are not positively reinforced and will work hard for themselves regardless of the reinforcer. 
Group B could be positively reinforced, something small such as praise (Hattie, 2009), or high fives. Farrell (2010) states that children with emotional behavioural disorders (EBD) had a highest impact benefitting from positive reinforcement.  It also showed the respect the individuals have for some teachers or someone influential and what was identified in the interview was that they would be strongly influenced and motivated if they had a good rapport with the educator (Sterret, 2012).  It is widely recognised that understanding students’ perspectives is paramount during the implementation of educational initiatives (Collins et al., 2022).   

Conclusions and Recommendations 
This research study undertaken, investigating the perceptions of positive reinforcement as a strategy to classroom behaviour and motivation supported the findings by Skinner (1950), Wheatley et al. (2009) emphasising the effectiveness of modifying behaviour and seeing positive outcomes.  From the results, it can be concluded all participants have a good perception of positive reinforcement where they have had some form of reinforcers whether they are social (praise, high fives, smiles, nod of approval), tangible (positive phone call to home, hot chocolate with headmaster, name on billboard) or token reinforcer (gift vouchers).  An important finding from this research highlighted the importance of building a teacher-student relationship (Hamre and Pianta, 2006) such as: a simple smile, a high fives, words of encouragement, postcards sent to home are positive reinforcers to modify behaviour and encourage class motivation and participation.
The data triangulation method used assured dependability, reliability and trustworthy as this approach enabled a comprehensive understanding of the case study undertaken (Creswell, 2012).  However, it should be noted that the focussed interviews were a small cohort and there were dominating speakers. The whole research was rather subjective, so ironically it would be hard to eliminate unconscious bias.  The mosaic technique, combining the quantitative data from questionnaire and the qualitative data from the interviews met the aims of the research and be ‘fit for purpose’ (Cohen et al., 2011), making the hypothesis true: the pupils have a perception of positive reinforcement.  This tied in with what many educators already know and, that is, when positive reinforcement is used effectively it promotes “positive learning habits and behaviours” (WG, 2017).  As part of continuous professional development, it is inherent to address misbehaviour before teaching (Downing, 1991) to ensure more time is spent learning rather than dealing with behaviour management
However, according to the above literature research, positive reinforcement is still underutilised as teachers prefer punishment which produce a rapid, temporary suppression to the behaviour, Maag (1999).  Therefore, rather than reinforcing negative behaviours, wouldn’t it be best to train and educate practitioners to plan the implementation of positive reinforcement, the universal principle?
Recommendations include:
· Collecting observational data, this approach may give an immediate insight into the effectiveness and their impact on class behaviour and participation
· Collaboration with student teachers and share ideas to further explore the topic and its implications.
· Explore negative reinforcements, the focus is to increase the occurrence of a behaviour by removing or avoiding an aversive stimulus.
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APPENDICES
SECTION A  Interview Questions

1) Have you seen any examples of positive reinforcement in the classroom?  How do you feel about it?
2) Do you think it has an effect on motivating you to perform better academically?
3)  Have you ever received rewards and incentives to encourage student engagement and participation?  If so, what were they?
4) Would you say that positive reinforcement may have an  impact on student behavior in the classroom?  What about yourself?
5) Do you think positive reinforcement can have a positive effect on peer interactions and relationships? 
6) How important do you think it is for teachers to use positive reinforcement to recognize and acknowledge student achievements?
7) Can you provide any examples of how positive reinforcement has influenced your own motivation and engagement in school?
8)  What do you know about positive reinforcement  in creating a positive and supporting classroom environment?
9) How do you think positive reinforcement can contribute to a sense of belonging and inclusion among students?
10)Do you believe that positive reinforcement is an effective strategy for promoting positive attitudes towards learning and academic success?  Why?
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SECTION B QUESTIONNAIRE
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Appemdix 2 – Consent Form
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Social/Tangible Reinforcement Year 10 (2)

Social/tangible reinforcement	praise	Recognition/Praise Boards	Hot Chocolate with Head	Recognition Postcard	Assemblies	Positive Phone Call Home	4	7	3	10	0	7	
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