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The aim of this research project is to investigate the impact of reward systems on pupils’ motivation and engagement. Classroom management is an area of Pedagogy that allowed researchers and educators to understand how rewards effect student motivation and engagement to create a more engaging learning environments which, may in turn, influence positive pupil behaviour. The research project took place in an English medium primary school located in south-west Wales. The two-form entry school currently has 431 pupils on roll (Welsh Government, 2023). Specifically, this research took place in a Year 6 class, assessing the impact of reward strategies on 30 pupils between the ages of 10-11.The class consisted of 15 female students and 15 male students and is also split into three groups depending on the pupils academic level; coch (high ability), melyn and gwyrdd (lower ability).This research project took place during whole class mathematics teaching sessions where all three groups were combined. The research project will explore the influence of reward strategies on Year 6 learners’ engagement and motivation.
 
Reward strategies involve a range of incentives, including, physical incentives like stickers, communal incentives such as praise and internal incentives such as feeling of achievement, joy in learning. The use of these incentives aims for boosting preferred behaviour and creating an encouraging educational atmosphere (Cameron & Pierce, 1994). Reward strategies are often based on behaviourism theories suggesting that actions like engagement could be heightened through incentives or positive reinforcements (Skinner, 1953 citied in Gordan and Krishanan, 2014). Deci and Ryan's Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (2000) provides a framework for understanding the effects of rewards on motivation. According to SDT, intrinsic motivation, influenced by internal rewards, leads to more sustained engagement in learning compared to extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation refers to engaging in an activity for its satisfaction or enjoyment, whereas extrinsic motivation involves engaging in an activity for external rewards or to avoid punishment (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Critics of reward strategies caution that reliance on extrinsic rewards may undermine intrinsic motivation, leading to decreased interest and enjoyment in learning activities (Kohn, 1993). However, Reeve and Lee (2014) explore the impact of extrinsic rewards on students' motivation and learning outcomes in the classroom. Their research suggests that physical rewards, when administered in a supportive and autonomy-supportive manner, can enhance students' motivation and academic performance. Deci and Ryan’s SDT (2000) research suggests that rewards can support autonomy when they are aligned with students' intrinsic motivations and interests. By providing choices and opportunities for self-directed learning, rewards can empower students to take ownership of their education and develop a growth mindset. However, the relationship between rewards and intrinsic motivation is complex, and rewards may sometimes undermine intrinsic motivation if they are perceived as controlling or coercive (Deci et al., 2001). Research suggests that while extrinsic rewards may initially increase motivation for task completion, they can have detrimental effects on long-term intrinsic motivation (Deci et al.,2012). Students may become less interested in learning and instead focus on obtaining rewards, resulting in shallow learning and diminished creativity (Cameron & Pierce, 1994). More recent research by Kohn (2020) supports this, arguing against the use of extrinsic rewards in education. He argues that rewards can undermine intrinsic motivation, decrease interest in learning, and foster a short-term focus on achieving rewards rather than a genuine love for learning. Nevertheless, Gillet et al. (2017) found that both extrinsic motivations positively predict students' engagement and achievement, with extrinsic motivation playing an important role in supporting engagement and academic success. The study highlights the importance of considering extrinsic motivational factors including reward strategies in understanding students' engagement and motivation in the classroom. 


Individual differences, such as age, gender, and cultural background, play a significant role in how students respond to reward strategies. For example, research by Grolnick and Ryan (1989) suggests that younger children may be more responsive to physical rewards, while older children may value intrinsic rewards more. However, Cameron and Pierce (1994) conducted a meta-analysis examining the effectiveness of reward systems on older children's motivation and academic performance. Their research found that well-designed reward strategies, such as point systems, positively impact older children's engagement and motivation in school. It could be argued that this research is outdated however, recent research by Fredricks, Blumenfield and Paris (2004) whose study investigates the role of classroom reward structures in promoting engagement among older children. It was found that well-designed reward systems, such as praise and privileges, positively impact older children's engagement and motivation in academic tasks. Wigfield and Cambria (2010) also explore the role of individual differences in motivation and engagement in educational contexts. Their research suggests that students vary in their response to different types of rewards and incentives, depending on factors such as personality traits, goal orientations, and self-efficacy beliefs. The study underscores the importance of considering individual differences in designing reward systems that effectively motivate and engage diverse learners. This is supported by Lazowski and Hulleman (2016) who explored the role of reward interventions in promoting engagement and motivation among older children in educational settings. Their research suggests that personalised reward systems tailored to individual students' needs and preferences can effectively enhance older children's motivation and academic performance. The study underscores the importance of considering individual differences in designing reward strategies to maximize their impact on engagement and motivation. However, Deci and Ryan (2012) discuss the potential negative consequences of personalised reward strategies on students' motivation and well-being. They argue that personalized rewards may foster a sense of dependency and undermine students' sense of autonomy and competence. Despite this, Yeager and Dweck (2012) discuss the role of reward structures in creating a supportive learning environment that fosters a growth mindset and resilience among students. Their research suggests that rewards can be used strategically to promote effort and persistence in the face of challenges, contributing to a culture of learning and engagement. This case study will explore the influence of extrinsic rewards on year 6 pupils , aiming to find factors that contribute to an increase in engagement and motivation. 


Case study research is a qualitative research method that involves an in-depth examination of a particular individual, group, organisation, or phenomenon within its real-life context (Yin, 2018). It typically entails detailed data collection through sources such as interviews and observations. Case studies are used to gain insights into complex issues, explore phenomena in depth, and generate hypotheses for further investigation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). According to Stake (1995), case study research emphasises the interpretive and holistic nature of understanding complex phenomena within their natural context. Stake suggests that case studies offer a unique opportunity for researchers to immerse themselves in the complexity of a particular case, enabling a rich and detailed exploration of the subject matter. Case studies can be used to illustrate and apply theoretical concepts in real-world contexts (Creswell, 2013). By grounding theoretical frameworks in concrete examples, researchers can enhance the practical relevance and applicability of their findings (Yin, 2018). While case studies offer rich and detailed descriptions of individual cases, they also have limitations. One key limitation is the potential lack of generalisability of findings to broader populations, as case studies typically focus on specific cases rather than representative samples (Creswell, 2016). Also, case studies may be prone to researcher bias, as the interpretation of data is subjective and influenced by the researcher's perspective (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Despite these limitations, case studies can provide valuable insights into complex phenomena, generate hypotheses for further research, and illustrate theoretical concepts in real-world contexts (Stake, 1995). 

In this case study, the participants consisted of 30, Year 6 pupils therefore an convenience sample was used. Convenience sampling involves selecting participants based on their convenient availability (Bryman, 2016). Through using an convenience sample, it has been argued that the inclusion of participants from diverse backgrounds, experiences, and viewpoints is lacking (Creswell & Creswell, 2017)). However, since participants are recruited based on their availability rather than specific criteria, researchers may encounter a wider range of perspectives and insights, enriching the data collected (Bryman, 2016). In qualitative studies, the focus is often on understanding subjective experiences and meanings, rather than achieving statistical representativeness. Therefore, convenience sampling can be appropriate for recruiting participants whose experiences are relevant to the research question (Creswell & Creswell, 2017) which, in this case, applies to looking at the influence of reward strategies on pupils in their own class. 

Questionnaires and observations were the chosen research methods for this study. The questionnaire was given to each participant after each lesson using a different reward strategy (Appendix 1). Questionnaires provide a standardised format for data collection, ensuring consistency in the wording, structure, and presentation of questions (Bryman, 2016). This standardization reduces the potential for interviewer bias and ensures that all participants are exposed to the same set of questions, ensuring comparability of responses across individuals and groups (Fowler Jr., 2013) Using questionnaires in a case study of Year 6 pupils presents both advantages and limitations. They allow researchers to gather quantitative data on various aspects of the pupils' experiences, attitudes, and behaviours, providing valuable insights into their academic performance, social interactions, and psychological well-being. Additionally, questionnaires can be administered anonymously, encouraging pupils to respond honestly and openly without fear of judgment or social desirability bias (Fowler Jr., 2013). However, questionnaires may not capture the depth of individual experiences or allow for follow-up questions to clarify responses (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Moreover, questionnaire responses may be influenced by factors such as the wording of questions, response options, and the context in which the questionnaire is administered, potentially introducing biases into the data (Bryman, 2016). Therefore, while questionnaires can provide valuable quantitative data in a case study of Year 6 pupils, researchers should supplement them with qualitative methods such as open ended questions to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the pupils' experiences and perspectives. 

Open questions allow for a deeper exploration of pupils' perspectives, experiences, and attitudes, fostering richer responses (Patton, 2015). This can lead to valuable insights into the underlying reasons behind pupils' behaviours and beliefs, contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of their experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Furthermore, open questions empower pupils to express themselves in their own words, promoting a sense of ownership over their responses and enhancing their engagement in the research process (Maxwell, 2012). However, the use of open questions also poses challenges, such as the potential for varied and unstructured responses that may be difficult to analyse and interpret (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Also, in this case, children may have limited cognitive abilities or language skills, which can affect their comprehension of questionnaire items (Shuttleworth, 2008). However, Well-designed questionnaires can be tailored to the developmental level and language abilities of children, ensuring that questions are age-appropriate and easily understandable (Kelley et al., 2003). Therefore, while open questions offer valuable opportunities for in-depth exploration, researchers must carefully consider the trade-offs and challenges associated with their use in questionnaires. 

The questionnaire also used closed questions measured on a Likert scale. Closed questions and Likert scales provide researchers with a structured and standardized approach to data collection, allowing for efficient quantification of responses and ease of analysis (Dillman et al., 2014). This method enables researchers to gather numerical data that can be easily compared and statistically analysed, providing insights into the prevalence and distribution of attitudes, behaviours, and preferences among Year 6 pupils (Spector, 1992). Moreover, Likert scales offers some detail, allowing participants to express their opinions on a continuum, compared to simple yes/no responses (Preston & Colman, 2000). However, the use of closed questions and Likert scales may limit the depth of understanding by constraining participants' responses to predetermined categories or response options (Oppenheim, 1992). This can result in oversimplification of complex phenomena and may fail to capture the full range of participants' perspectives and experiences (Babbie, 2016). Additionally, Likert scales may be subject to response biases, such as social desirability bias, which can affect the reliability and validity of the data collected (Saris & Gallhofer, 2014) Combining open-ended and closed-ended questions allows for triangulation of data, enhancing credibility through convergence of findings from different sources (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Ensuring consistency in questionnaire administration across respondents and time points enhances dependability by minimizing variability in responses (Bryman, 2016).

In order to record the behaviours of the participants when receiving or not receiving rewards, an observation record was used based on the Leuven scale (Appendix 2) and was recorded on an observation form (Appendix 3). Observing pupils in a classroom offer a direct and first-hand approach to understanding their behaviours, interactions, and learning processes. This method allows researchers to capture real-time data on various aspects of classroom dynamics, including student engagement, participation, and social interactions (Evertson & Weinstein, 2006). By immersing themselves in the classroom environment, researchers can gain rich and contextualized insights that may not be captured through other data collection methods, such as surveys or questionnaires (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993). Observations also enable researchers to identify patterns, trends, and challenges within the classroom setting, informing interventions and instructional strategies tailored to the needs of the pupils (Wragg, 1999). However, the use of observations in classroom research may also present challenges, such as observer bias and subjectivity (Spendlove, 2007). Researchers' interpretations of observed behaviours may be influenced by their own perspectives and assumptions, potentially leading to inaccuracies or misinterpretations of the data (Goodwin & Goodwin, 1984). Children may alter their behaviour in response to being observed. The Hawthorne effect refers to this phenomenon where participants modify their behaviour simply because they are aware they are being observed. This can lead to responses that do not accurately reflect participants' natural behaviour (Adair, 1984). For example, participants may engage in social desirability bias, where they present themselves in a more favourable light to conform to perceived expectations of the observer. Baumeister (2007) found evidence that individuals often modify their behaviour when they are aware of being observed, leading to changes in productivity and morale. This suggests that the awareness of being observed can influence individuals' behaviour and performance in organizational settings. This is supported by Smith et al., 2000) who found that children who know that they are being watched may behave differently than they would in naturalistic settings, potentially biasing the observations and undermining their validity (Smith et al., 2000). Despite this, observations allow researchers to gather rich and contextual data on children's behaviours, interactions, and experiences in naturalistic settings (Cohen et al., 2000). This method provides first-hand insights into children's actions and environments, capturing nuances that may be missed with other data collection techniques (Smith et al., 2000). Also, in order to ensure the credibility of the project, the class TA and teacher completed the observations, Involving teachers or students in the observation process to verify the accuracy of observations can enhance credibility by validating the findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Therefore,  observations remain a valuable method for gaining in-depth insights into classroom dynamics and pupil behaviours. 

The Leuven Scale of Active Engagement, is a widely used tool for measuring observations of classroom interactions and behaviour (De Laet et al., 2014). It provides a structured framework for observing and assessing various dimensions of classroom quality, such as emotional support, classroom organization, and instructional support (Pianta et al., 2008). While the Leuven Scale offers a systematic and comprehensive approach to evaluating classroom environments, its use is not without limitations. Critics argue that the Leuven Scale may lack the specificity needed to capture the nuances of classroom interactions, particularly in culturally diverse settings (Cordray et al., 2009). Additionally, the reliability and validity of the scale may vary depending on the observers' training and expertise, raising concerns about inter-rater reliability (Hamre et al., 2014). Moreover, some researchers caution against relying solely on observational measures like the Leuven Scale, advocating for a more holistic approach that incorporates multiple sources of data, such as teacher interviews and student assessments, to ensure a comprehensive understanding of classroom quality (Pianta et al., 2010). Despite these criticisms, the Leuven Scale remains a valuable tool for assessing classroom quality, particularly when used in conjunction with other measures and interpreted with caution to account for its limitations. 

Following Hattie’s (2009) recommendation that observing students with different abilities can help educators implement evidence-based practices, the 6 participants chosen for observations represented lower, middle and higher attainment, the observations took place at 20 minutes into the lesson and after a reward was given to a participant. For this research, the observers were told prior to the lesson that rewards would be given to the observed participants between 20-40 minutes into the lesson. 

To effectively report Questionnaire data, as mentioned previously, closed questions will be measured using the Likert scale. Descriptive statistics, specifically the mean score from the questions from each questionnaire will be compared and represented in a bar graph (Appendix 4). The significant trends, patterns and differences will be observed to address the research questions (Piedmont, 2014). It has been argued that, calculating the mean, researchers can obtain a more precise estimate of participants' attitudes, opinions, or perceptions on a particular topic (Norman, 2010). This helps reduce measurement error and increases the reliability of the findings. Calculating the mean may result in a loss of information as it condenses responses into a single numerical value (Jamieson, 2004). However, through also including open ended questions in the questionnaire, some qualitative data can be obtained. Through identifying themes in the responses and recording the frequency of these themes, a deeper understanding of variations in responses and the identification of potential differences or similarities between groups can be identified as frequency analysis enables researchers to compare the prevalence of themes across different groups, conditions, or time points (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

By analysing observations using the Leuven scale, the frequency of engagement behaviours can be identified. This will be represented using tables and will be compared between the three conditions. This provides a visual representation of observational data, making it easier for researchers and stakeholders to understand patterns and trends immediately (Azzopardi et al., 2017). Visual representations of data can convey information more effectively than textual descriptions alone. However, it has been argued that this may oversimplify complex observational data, leading to a loss of detail and nuance (Healy, 2018). Variations in the data may not be adequately represented in a table format, potentially obscuring important insights. However, as the observation data is measured using the Leuven scale, observations can be accurately categorised avoiding oversimplification.

Prior to the start of the research project, an ethics form was completed and approved. (Appendix 5).  To ensure a decreased risk of psychological harm to participants, the child protection and safeguarding regulations were adhered to. Informed consent was ensured by sending a letter to parents before the research started (Appendix 6). Signed consent forms were kept in a locked file cabinet and were unavailable to anyone except the researcher. On receiving feedback and mark for the research work, the consent forms will be destroyed. Participants were also provided with a participant information sheet with which informed consent was sought from them (Appendix 7). Assent processes were robust and thorough through regular check-ins with participants, before and during each condition. To avoid the risk of participants feeling coerced, a debrief was given following the discussion. Robust procedures for maintaining confidentiality and anonymity of all participants were ensured as no names or identifiable information about participants were used in the research data.  Procedures for data storage were in accordance with university procedures and ethical guidelines, the research was stored on the UWTSD cloud and data was password protected subject to university protocols. The participants were informed about the purpose of both the questionnaire and the observations was explained to all participants. Participants also knew that observations were being made and knew who was making them. 

Questions 3,4, 5 and 6 of the questionnaires were analysed to produce mean results which were then converted into bar graphs using the Microsoft Excel programme (Appendices, 8,9,10 and 11). Question 3 referred to how much the participants liked each reward. The mean scores calculated from the Likert scale questions showed that table points were the most favoured out pf the three rewards with a mean score of 3.5 out of 5. In this condition, participants were rewarded with a point for their table, whichever table had the most points at the end of the lesson had a choice of going for playtime 5 minutes earlier or having 10 more minutes of free time at the end of the day. This reward strategy also proved to have the highest mean score of questions 4, 5 and 6 , showing an increase in engagement and motivation for participants in this condition. The findings from this condition are supported by those of Cameron and Pierce (1994) found that strategies such point systems, positively impact children’s engagement and motivation in school. The point system was also described positively by students where a common theme in the open-ended questions involved participates being in favour of the choice element of the reward. This was also supported by Deci, Koestner, and Ryan's self-determination theory (SDT) (2000) which highlights the importance of autonomy in promoting motivation, where providing choices and opportunities for self-directed learning, rewards can empower students to take ownership of their education. This was also identified as a common theme in this condition where half of participants felt a sense of pride in their learning as they felt that they were working together as a team (Appendix 12). However, some participants’ responses to the open-ended questions showed a preference for individual rewards. This finding disagrees with that of Lazowski and Hulleman (2016) who suggest that personalized reward systems tailored to individual students' needs enhance children's motivation and academic performance. Nevertheless, through observations of 6 participants by both the class TA and teacher in each condition (Appendix 13). It was found that participants A, B, D, and E showed a large increase in engagement and involvement after the reward of a table point was given. It could be suggested that this is a result of the pride felt by participants when being given a reward for their table. This is also clear in one participants statement in Question 6  ‘I wanted to keep answering questions to get more points for my table’. This shows that using table points as a reward strategy has improved the engagement and motivation of a large portion of the participant sample. It also allows the class teacher to observe the effectiveness of this strategy as a permanent fixture in the classroom as 28 out of 30 participants wanted to see the reward system in place again. 

The use of stickers as a reward strategy that’s showed the second highest mean scores. A mean score of 3.8 was obtained for question 5 where participants rated the rewards influence on their motivation to listen while a mean score of 3.8 was found when asked about participants motivation to do their best in the lesson. The findings disagree with that of Kohn (1993) who suggest extrinsic may lead decreased interest and enjoyment in learning activities. Instead, the findings are in support of recent research by Reeve and Lee (2014) found that extrinsic rewards can enhance students' motivation and academic performance. However, it is important to emphasise that these findings were obtained from one lesson using this strategy so, research suggesting that extrinsic rewards may only be beneficial for short term focus Kohn (2020) cannot be completely disregarded. Three participants in the observation group showed no change in their engagement or involvement after being given a sticker however, 5 participants did dhow a positive change with 2 participants jumping forward two stages of involvement (Appendix 14). This correlated with the common themes found in the open-ended questions in the questionnaire, as 23 participants showed a positive outlook on stickers as rewards (Appendix 15). However, a group of participants referred to stickers being ‘childish’ or that they were’ too old’ for stickers. This supports research by Ryan (1989) who suggests that older children may be less responsive to tangible rewards. However, some participants recommended a ‘choice of different stickers’ which is supported by Reeve and Lee (2014) suggests that when autonomy is maintained when using contingent rewards, students' motivation and academic performance is enhanced. 
 This shows that even though the scores were not as high as the table points condition, the sticker reward system was still effective for some participants. 

Finally, the reward strategy that received the least amount of positive feedback was praise, showing a mean score of 3 or below for each question. 5 out of 8 participants in the observation group also showed no change in their involvement and engagement in learning (Appendix 16). These findings reject those of by Fredricks, Blumenfield and Paris (2004) who found that praise positively impacted children's engagement and motivation in academic tasks. Even though some participants showed a preference for ‘something more than praise’, over half of the participants stated that they would want praise again and showed positive outlooks on the strategy as it helped with their confidence (Appendix 17). This is supported by Mueller and Dweck (1998) who found that praising effort can increase students' willingness to take on challenges. This suggests a need for the strategy but alongside another form of tangible reward such as stickers or class points. 


The findings support the effectiveness of extrinsic motivation in engagement and motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000) as using extrinsic motivation strategies, showed a positive correlation with engagement and motivation. However, the research does not explore the use of intrinsic rewards which could show to provide more effective methods of increasing engagement and motivation in the classroom. The researcher was surprised to find that the point system reward strategy was favoured the most by participants and was also observed to be the most effective in maintaining engagement and providing motivation for participants. This is because much research has shown the effectiveness of individual reward strategies rather than group rewards (Lazowski and Hulleman 2016). However, the use of open ended questions provided useful as some participants showed a preference for individual reward. This emphasises the importance of innovation in teaching practice (Welsh Government, 2018) as this research has shown to identify a need of combined strategies that a practitioner would need to create and adapt to their class.

 It could be argued that using observations may inadvertently introduce bias into their observations due to their subjective interpretations and preconceived notions. This bias can affect the accuracy and reliability of the data collected. Researchers must be aware of their own biases and take steps to minimize their impact through training and standardization of observation procedures (Babbie, 2019). Therefore, In future practice , it could be argued that group interviews may provide a more reliable research method. For example, group interviews allow participants to interact with each other, facilitating the exchange of ideas, opinions, and experiences. This interaction can generate rich, in-depth data that may not be captured through observations alone (Krueger & Casey, 2015). Participants can build on each other's responses, providing nuanced insights into shared experiences or differing viewpoints allowing the researcher to find deeper meaning behind their thoughts of the reward strategies. Krueger and Casey (2015) highlight the potential for decreased reactivity in group settings, such as focus groups, compared to individual interviews or direct observation. They suggest that participants may feel less pressure to conform to perceived expectations or social norms in group settings, allowing for more candid and spontaneous responses. This decreased reactivity may contribute to the richness and depth of data collected in group interviews. Therefore, it could be argued that using a group interview method would be more reliable than using observations. 

Research conducted with a single Year 6 class may lack representativeness, as the sample may not be diverse enough to capture the full range of variation within the population of interest. Factors such as socioeconomic status, cultural background, and academic ability may vary across different classes or schools (Babbie, 2019). Findings from a Year 6 class may be context-specific and may not generalize to other educational settings or year groups. Classroom dynamics, teaching methods, and school policies can vary significantly, influencing student behaviour, attitudes, and learning outcomes (Stake 1995). Year 6 students are at a specific stage of cognitive, social, and emotional development, which may limit the generalisability of findings to other age groups. Developmental differences across year groups may influence the effectiveness of interventions (Berk, 2017). Therefore, it could be suggested that the generalisability of the study could be increased by further research conducted with different age groups across different areas and schools. 

Further research could also conduct a study into the effectiveness of reward strategies over a longer amount of time. By following participants over time, longitudinal studies can evaluate the long-term effects of rewards on children's motivation, academic achievement, socioemotional development, and other outcomes (Duckworth & Seligman, 2005). This longitudinal perspective helps identify whether the influence of rewards persists or diminishes over time. Longitudinal studies increase the predictive validity of research findings by examining the stability and predictability of outcomes over time (Bornstein & Lamb, 2011). By assessing the long-term impact of rewards on children's behaviour and outcomes, researchers can provide more accurate predictions and recommendations. 
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