Design, conduct and critically evaluate a close-to-practice research project focusing on the model of the transformative teacher in developing practice that has a positive impact on the learner.

Aim, focus and purpose of the research / Research Context

The purpose of this assignment is to conduct, and subsequently critically evaluate, a research project that develops teacher practice whilst directly influencing students in a positive manner within the classroom setting. I have chosen to investigate the relationship between positive reinforcement and pupil engagement in a Reception class as the subject of my investigation, motivated by my interest in creating a conducive and hospitable classroom environment, and allowing me to scrutinise the potential benefits that praise and rewards can have on children of this age. This inquiry links closely to the teaching standards that educators across Wales must adhere to, and that form the basis of the Professional Learning Passport (PLP) that will become an evidence base throughout my early teaching career and beyond. In particular, the research links to strands referencing improving learning outcomes and wellbeing, encouraging sustained effort and resilience in learners, and managing the learning environment. 
The class within which I conducted my research is a Reception-aged group of twenty-two children in a primary school situated in Cardiff. All children in the class are either four or five years old, with every pupil speaking English as a first language. Although every child was not included as part of the research, the context of the class as a whole is relevant as they are typically sorted into mixed-ability groupings during lessons, so only one of these groups became the focus of any research conducted. The group in particular is not any more capable than the others and was chosen randomly. The class had two Learning Support Assistants present, although they are not included in any observational data.
The specific question I will be asking in this essay is ‘What is the relationship between positive reinforcement and pupil engagement in a reception class?’

Overview of relevant literature 

There is already a wide range of research available showing how positive reinforcement and reward can affect learners’ education and the dynamics of the classroom. Early studies by Skinner (1953) and Bandura (1977) introduced the idea of behaviourism and social learning theory, whereby children’s behaviour, attitudes to learning, and social understanding, can be influenced by those around them. According to Skinner's (1953) operant conditioning theory, positive reinforcement involves providing rewards or incentives to strengthen desired behaviours, and therefore leading to increased engagement and motivation; despite believing that punishment also changes behaviours, he claimed that a more constructive approach has a greater impact. Bandura's (1977) social learning theory emphasised the role of modelling and observational learning in shaping behaviour, suggesting that positive reinforcement can improve engagement by providing opportunities for children to observe, and subsequently copy, desired behaviours. Other research based on these frameworks has been carried out over the last twenty years. Hattie and Yates (2014), for example, have explored the effectiveness of positive reinforcement strategies in schools by examining over 800 studies, concluding that positive feedback had a significant impact on learning outcomes. Similarly, in another recent study, using praise to reward appropriate behaviour led to an increase in positive behaviour, and a reduction in unwanted behaviour among children (Moore Partin et al., 2010). 
The relationship between active involvement in lessons and academic achievement has also been highlighted in a study by Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris (2004), showing the importance of supportive classroom environments and positive teacher-student relationships when aiming to increase levels of pupil engagement; Conroy et al., (2009, p.18) concur, claiming that classrooms where the teacher encourages and praises their pupils are more conducive to prosperous learning, as, ‘Creating a positive and engaging classroom atmosphere is one of the most powerful tools teachers can use to encourage children's learning and prevent problem behaviors from occurring’. They expand by stating that appropriate behaviour should be modelled and instructed explicitly; praise should be provided as children learn a new skill, be lessened once they have learnt the skill, as well as being appropriate to the targeted age group, initiated by adults, and individualised to students so that the receipt of praise does not become rivalrous amongst peers (Conroy et al., 2009). As Infantino and Little (2005) point out, however, research shows that praise given out amongst a group can also be useful as most pupils do not enjoy being given praise directly in front of others, preferring to either receive it privately or as part of a collective. The authors of a more recent published study disagree, claiming that although non-targeted praise is used more frequently in the classroom, it is ‘...not effective because it is not linked to a specific behavior or targeted to the successful completion of a task’ (Burnett and Mandel, 2010, p.145). 
Pupils’ engagement during school lessons is hugely important when considering academic outcomes. The links to increased study skills, productivity, and improved behaviour have been documented extensively over the last few decades (Otero and Haunt, 2015). The connection between engagement and positive reinforcement has been widely evidenced in the classroom, as students are able to learn techniques that enhance their goal setting abilities, their self-monitoring, the management of their time, and their self-evaluation skills (Otero and Haunt, 2015). The need for positive reinforcement becomes greater when negative behaviour is dominant in the classroom setting, as research shows that misbehaving children will inevitably seek the attention of the teacher or their peers (Downing, Keating and Bennett, 2005). However, by pointing out said behaviour in front of others by the raising of the teacher’s voice, for example, reduces the time for content to be delivered within lessons, and risks potentially damaging relationships with other students (Downing, Keating and Bennett, 2005). Bernier, Simpson and Rose (2012) agrees, claiming that by giving the child the spotlight they crave, they have perhaps avoided an activity that they should be completing by refocusing the attention to themselves. This can be copied by other children who will quickly realise that this behaviour can lead to a sudden suspension of learning, and will disturb the engagement of others who may otherwise be attentive (Bernier, Simpson and Rose, 2012). This continuation of negative reinforcement will maintain poor behaviour exhibited in the classroom, whereas positive behaviour will be retained by the deliverance of positive reinforcement (Bernier, Simpson and Rose, 2012). There are those, however, who claim that an overreliance on extrinsic rewards can be damaging, as pupils’ intrinsic motivation and desire to succeed can become lessened when those incentives are eventually removed (Lepper, Greene and Nisbett, 1973).
The aim of this case study is to build upon, and contribute to, existing research, and understand in more depth how the relationship between positive reinforcement and engagement among learners can improve learner outcomes. 
 
Explanation of Case Study

A case study approach will be the one used to conduct the research in the Reception class previously mentioned. Interestingly, however, there are many different interpretations of how a case study should be defined, with this method being described by Yazan (2015, p.134) as a ‘contested terrain’. Described by some as ‘an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context...’ (Yin, 1994, p.13), others claim that it is a ‘...detailed examination of a small sample’ (Tight, 2010, p.337) or ‘the study of the particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity within important circumstances’ (Stake, 1995, p.xi). Most, however, agree that a case study is used to gain a comprehensive understanding of a person, group, or event in its natural state, observing the subject without pre-orchestration or interference from the researcher (Becker, 1968).
There are many different approaches available to the researcher when planning to devise a case study, including the use of observations, questionnaires, or interview practices (Rist, 1982; Gilbert, 1981). Through these methods, many types of qualitative data can be gathered, such as action and non-action patterns, non-verbal behaviours, and verbal interaction samples (Wilson, 1979). Although a ‘holistic’ approach is one often used by researchers to describe capturing the essence of the subject being observed as part of a study (Stake, 1995), where qualitative methods are used to discover ‘A holistic understanding of the event/situation/phenomenon’ (Rist, 1982, p.441), one method often used in education instead is the ‘...instrumental or delimited case study’ (Stake, 1995, p.3), in which the focus is on a specific issue within the case itself. As such, any research processes are more concentrated on a particular situation of interest, rather than attempting to paint a broader picture and striving to come to a conclusion. This means that, in a case study, an observer can centre attention on a specific concern or theme, exploring various factors, interactions, and contextual influences that may not be apparent through other research methods, and which may produce isolated and valuable data as a result.
Using case studies as a method of research also has its limitations, noticeably with issues of reliability, validity, and bias. Subjective interpretation can be very difficult to manage when carrying out a case study, as the researcher's prior assumptions may influence data collection, analysis, and viewpoint. Ethical considerations also need mentioning in the gathering and writing up of information (Miles and Huberman, 1979), as any research of this type must be carried out following strict guidelines monitoring the usage of data, the sharing of such data, and whether the subjects are being affected in any way. Even though the observer in a case study will not typically interfere with, or disturb, the subjects, their mere presence alone may affect the behaviour of those being watched. In a school setting, especially, ‘educational case-studies are usually financed by people who have, directly or indirectly, power over those studied and portrayed’ (MacDonald and Walker, 1977, p. 187), and, as Owens (1980) states, the very nature of the observer may need to be dissected when considering their sensitivity, their prejudices, and their integrity. 
Additionally, case study methodology can sometimes not be as generalised as other types of studies, as findings from a single case, or small number of cases, may not be representative of broader populations or similar contexts. However, whilst Wilson (1979) disagrees by claiming that often the usefulness of a case study conducted in a particular setting can be applied more generally, Kennedy (1979, p. 672) goes further by saying that generalising ‘...would be made by those individuals who wish to apply the findings to their own situations’. Case study research can also be very time-consuming and resource-intensive, meaning extensive data collection and analysis may be required in order to obtain the desired results. Ultimately, case studies will not necessarily remodel understanding of an issue or topic, but may instead refine perceptions of it (Stake, 1995).

Research Methods

There are many different research methods available to those conducting their research for case studies, such as observations, interviews, questionnaires, and analysing policies and resources. In this particular study, observations and a form of questionnaire have been used to study the relationship between rewards and children’s engagement in the classroom. 
The use of observations gives an ‘...insight into interactions...; illustrates the whole picture; captures context/ process; and informs about the influence of the physical environment’ (Mulhall, 2003, p. 307). This method allows the observer to see, in person, what the subject of the research is doing in a real-life context, giving unparalleled access to data that outclasses the use of potentially inaccurate recalled information, dialogue with a subject who may choose to filter certain information, or by revealing more than a person may be aware of at the time of the event (Morse, 2003; Mulhall, 2003). 
However, as Leung (2015) states, the mere presence of the observer in the room during the process where data is collected can create a dynamic that has the potential to affect the typical behaviour of the participants. Similarly, any data collected must be subject to a degree of reflexivity in order to account for how the researcher’s subjectivity and bias may influence what they see and hear during observations (Finlay, 2002). Many contemporary researchers, however, recognise that subjectivity is inseparable from who we are as humans, and cannot be removed from the research process; as long as it is acknowledged in the analysing of any resulting data, it is not to be feared or disregarded, and attempting to minimalise its impact can become detrimental to the process (Finlay, 2002). 
Structured observation schedules were created prior to the commencement of the research, as evidenced in Appendix 3. Each schedule was carefully thought out, along with the class teacher, to result in as little disruption to the class as possible by only causing minor inconveniences to their daily schedule. As a result, it was agreed that research would be carried out in ‘Letters & Sounds’ and ‘Fluency’ lessons over the course of a fortnight, whereby pupils are separated into small, mixed-ability groups of six to seven to allow close interaction with their peers and the teacher. These lessons were chosen due to their length (around fifteen to twenty minutes each); the interactive, activity-based nature of the sessions; and the fact that they vary in subject matter – ‘Letters & Sounds’ is a literacy-based lesson, whereas ‘Fluency’ involves children’s numeracy skills. A child’s behaviour could vary based on their interest and proficiency in one subject, which could subsequently affect their engagement, so choosing different lessons to observe allowed the opportunity to notice and compare changes between the two. Ensuring the observations were conducted in the same lessons over multiple days ensured that consistency and data reliability were maximised, and that bias and preconceptions were minimised. The usual format was applied for each ‘Letters & Sounds’ and ‘Fluency’ lessons so that, despite being informed before each lesson that they would be observed, pupils felt a sense of normalcy in their routine. After the initial observation period, a second observation form was used to monitor engagement using the Leuven Scale (Appendix 4). This form was used twice; once when children were not given any rewards or verbal praise, and once when they were, in order to look at any changes in engagement and behaviours.
The age of the participants in the study affected the viability of the available research methods, as well as the implementation of the methods chosen. Several considerations were examined before commencement of the case study, such as the attention span of the pupils; their language ability and comprehension skills; the behavioural variability of children of this age due to their mood, fatigue, or negative interactions with their peers that could affect them more than adults; and ongoing issues with consent and assent due to their infancy and ability to understand what their participation entailed. As the participants were only four or five years old, their wellbeing and comfort in the process had to be prioritised at all times, and children were reminded when they would be observed daily.
Questionnaires and interviews were considered as methods for gathering data, but ultimately proved too time-consuming, too resource-intensive, and set unrealistic expectations for children of this age. As such, a combination of the two was chosen. As the researcher, I sat at a table in the corner of the classroom in intervals over the course of the day, and asked children if they were willing to help me complete a form with some questions on. These questions were based on their perceptions of their own learning, the learning of others in their environment, and their views on how rewards are distributed in the classroom setting. Children were asked, independently and out of the hearing range of their peers, the same questions on a pre-made, printed A4 form with a list of possible answers to choose from (Appendix 5). Their names were not included on the paper but were ticked off a register when they had answered so that no child completed the survey twice. The questions were read slowly multiple times so that participants had time to think about their responses, and they were informed that they did not have to answer any if they felt uncomfortable or unwilling to do so. Their responses were written by myself and stored safely in a ring binder file, with no record of which child answered which form. 
The method described does have its limitations, such as response bias, the use of closed-ended questions, and the ‘interview’ nature of the method required for children of this age, although the efficiency, the anonymity, the cost-effectiveness, and the fact that quantitative data can be easily gathered, is beneficial to a study such as this.
During the observation phase, the group was selected by placing the name of each (‘Sgwar’, ‘Petryal’, ‘Cylch’ and ‘Triongl’) into an online random generator and using the resulting answer as the one that would be included in the data. This method was used to ensure fair representation so that no mixed-ability group was preferred over another. For the ‘conversational’ section of the case study, the observed group was asked to answer so that a range of responses could be analysed and paired with the findings of the observations. All six pupils chose to participate willingly.

Data Presentation and Analysis Method(s)

The data collected through small group observations and the closed questions asked to pupils can be presented through both qualitative and quantitative approaches. The qualitative data from the small group lessons, comprising of any observational notes on the created forms, can be exhibited through thematic analysis, a method primarily used for identifying themes in such data (Dapkus, 1985). Since fairly recently being described as ‘...a poorly demarcated and rarely acknowledged, yet widely used qualitative analytic method’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.77), it has become significantly more recognised as a reputable procedure for analysis within the research community. In terms of the data gathered from observations in this case study, it has been thematically analysed to identify recurring patterns, themes, and insights related to pupil behaviour and engagement levels. This has allowed an exploration of the underlying factors related to influences on the previously discussed themes. 
Quantitative data, such as the use of the Leuven scale during some observations and the manipulation of the responses from the ‘questionnaires’ into numerical values, has been subjected to statistical analysis to quantify the frequency of repeated answers into visual representations. Using both qualitative and quantitative methods enables a triangulated analysis, meaning that the credibility and validity of the findings is increased by sampling results from different data sources to identify potential relationships between variables. Although member checking and peer debriefing could be used in a case study such as this, where the accuracy and validity of interpretations from participants could be corroborated to ensure that results are dependable, the age of the children involved, and the fact that the research has been carried out independently, made this unviable.  
Measures were employed during the process to ensure that the findings of the case study were trustworthy, credible, and transferrable. Through comprehensive and protracted observations exploring classroom contexts, to maintaining an audit trail that recorded the exact times, dates and purposes of each session monitored, as well as making sure that the data collection procedures followed guidelines and attempted to minimise subjectivity, the research aimed to be transparent and insightful to any future researchers looking to build upon the findings of this study.

Ethical Considerations

Prior to commencing any research as part of the case study, several ethical decisions had to be considered and outlined in a university-approved Ethics form (Appendix 1). This document was intended to provide transparency and accountability in the research process, demonstrating a commitment to ethical conduct, ensuring integrity, and safeguarding the welfare of participants.
Firstly, ensuring the confidentiality of participants was paramount in order to protect their privacy and uphold the standards by which research can be carried out ethically (BERA, 2018). Informed consent had already been obtained from the school, parents, and guardians at the start of the academic year, so no new forms had to be sent out before the research could be conducted, although a courtesy letter informed families about the research taking place (Appendix 2). The voluntary nature of participation was delivered through conversations with the class; participants were assured that anonymity was guaranteed in printed and online documentation; and the right to withdraw from the study at any time was pledged, with no repercussions or explanation required, also meaning that they would not be included in any past or future data collections. 
Pupil assent is an essential component of any research considerations, and it was imperative that children were aware of what the process entailed, despite the fact that they were perhaps too young to fully understand the aim of any research. As such, it was explained, using age-appropriate language, what they would be asked to be part of, how their names would be protected, and how they would be kept safe whilst remaining in the classroom throughout the procedure. Any research was intended to cause minimal disruption to their usual school day, and that their refusal to participate would not affect their treatment or education. They were informed that they would be debriefed at the end of the research, again in a manner appropriate to their age group.

Analysis of Results/ Discussion

The observations followed the schedule agreed with the class teacher prior to the commencement of the study. The initial observation phase was carried out over the course of two days. This was intended to look at what reinforcement strategies were currently being employed in the classroom, and whether they differed with varied groups or in alternative lessons. This observation stage helped form the content of subsequent documentation.
In the first observation, the group were not given any rewards or praise for their responses to the teacher’s questions, for kindness shown to each other through sharing items around the circle, or when giving positive feedback to their peers. Based on previous observations, most children acted as normal, but some did have moments, as expected for their age, where they lost concentration and fidgeted, looked around the room, talked to their friends, and generally appeared disengaged with what the teacher was saying at times.
The second observation, in the same timetable slot the next day, proved very different. Although in this ‘Letters & Sounds’ lesson the teacher changed the sound that children were studying that day from ‘or’ to ‘er’, the general format of the lesson was consistent in terms of its setup, including the same call-and-response, writing on whiteboards, and show-and-tell activities that were the norm for this session. The difference this time was that the teacher promised stickers to children that she felt deserved them, informing them at the start of the lesson that she would be looking out for ‘good listening’, ‘good sitting’ and ‘helping out our friends if they need it’. This immediately resulted in most children sitting up straighter, crossing their legs if they weren’t already, and focusing intently on the teacher. The teacher also gave out praise and encouraging comments to pupils modelling good behaviour; she did not praise for the sake of it, instead rewarding those displaying positive attitudes, something she had not done in the previous lesson. Others in the group then mimicked the behaviour of those receiving positive feedback. 
[image: ]The Leuven Scale of Involvement was used in one observation form to assess the engagement of each child (Appendix 4), with the parameters ranging from ‘1’ (no focus/cooperation/initiative shown etc.) to ‘5’. The graph below illustrates the difference in behaviour between the lessons, created using a mean score from the involvement scores of all six observed pupils in the group. 
Figure 1: A graph to show the mean scores of behavioural indicators.

Children’s overall involvement in the class was ranked as ‘moderate’ when they did not receive rewards, and as ‘high’ once they did. 
The guided questionnaire with the pupils was also used as an information gathering method to gain the perspectives of the students themselves, corroborate the data received from the observations, and see if there were any anomalies with the previous findings. As shown in Appendix 5, pupils were read a series of close-ended questions with a limited choice of answers to choose from, although ‘Other’ was a choice on many of them. The questions were read to children using appropriate language for their age, meaning that the words ‘praise’, ‘positive reinforcement’ and ‘motivation’, for example, were changed so that they were able to understand and respond to them more simply. An example of the results shown as a pie chart is displayed below.
[image: ]
Figure 2: A pie chart to show participants’ feelings when receiving rewards.

Overall, all six children responded positively to Question 1; Question 2’s responses are shown above; half said they enjoyed receiving stickers in answer to Question 3, with one saying ‘high-fives or thumbs up’ and another saying ‘The teacher saying nice things’ were their favourite kind of reward; four answered positively to Question 4, with one saying ‘no’ and one answering ‘not sure’; half answered ‘happy’ and half ‘proud’ to Question 5; all six children bar one answered ‘yes’ to Question 6; and four chose ‘4’ and two ‘5’ as their responses to Question 8. Their answers to Questions 7 and 9 were mixed, with some not choosing to give suggestions, some saying they were happy with how things are now, and some saying how they would like to receive stickers more often (Appendix 6).
The results shown correspond to previous observations and literature highlighting the importance of rewards to pupils’ learning. Positive reinforcement strategies have been shown to be more effective than strategies that punish children when aiming to develop positive behaviours in any learning environment (Downing, Keating and Bennett, 2005), with one study in particular suggesting that students pay attention 93% of the time during instruction when the teacher used positive reinforcement techniques (Bernier, Simpson and Rose, 2012).
The relationship demonstrated between positive reinforcement and the benefits to pupils’ learning shown in this study illustrate how children of this age can be influenced into being more proactive, eager to please, and engaged in their own learning when praised. Rewards are already used often in the lower phase of the school but are not always applied as effectively in the upper phase. The findings could therefore have an influence on pupils of all ages and ability when used as a strategy for improving learning outcomes.

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Reflecting upon the conclusion of a case study is an important step for any researcher, regardless of the topic or subject. In doing so, changes can be made to future practice, and improvements can be made in the field for fellow researchers.  
Upon further investigation post-study, newer research has suggested that even children between the ages of three to six can be opinionated and have their own personal views, but are also much more capable than many think of expressing valuable perspectives about their own contexts, such as their learning environment (Clark and Statham, 2005; Dayan and Ziv, 2012). Elden (2013) agrees, claiming that whilst traditional explorations viewed children as being overly reliant on adults, being too young to have a valid worldview, and incapable of forming their own unique thoughts without prompts and direction, they are now perceived as being valuable assets to research. I believe that I may have underestimated my students, and that they had more to offer than I gave them credit for. I do, however, believe that the research carried out has highlighted some important points that can be taken forward. 
As a teacher, it can be taken for granted that children are expected to sit and listen for the majority of the day with little reason to do so (from some pupils’ perspective), with limited time for peer interaction, and little in place of rewards. The nursery phase of learning is filled with praise, encouragement, and celebration, whereas the use of these techniques tends to decrease as children progress through the school. It is clear, from this case study and the literature examined, that there is a relationship between positive reinforcement and reward that can be beneficial to both the student and the teacher. I believe that the findings of this study can be generalised as similarly as this, even if the methods used were perhaps not the most effective when considering the calibre of participant.
In terms of an intervention that I would recommend being put in place, I would suggest that the class teacher tailors positive reinforcement strategies to meet the needs of individual students so that all students receive praise on their own terms. By identifying specific behaviours or goals for each student and developing personalised reinforcement plans to support their progress and success, they will maintain consistency in applying positive reinforcement strategies across all classroom activities and interactions and develop clear and consistent expectations for behaviours within the classroom.
The use of open-ended questions, using recorded interviews, and including a larger sample size are some of the changes I would make if conducting similar research in the future, or repeating the same case study for a second time. Despite this, as a student practitioner, I have found this process enlightening and relevant to my studies, linking to the QTS standards of ‘Advancing learning’ (Pedagogy), ‘Wider reading and research findings’ (Professional Learning), and ‘Evaluating the impact of changes in practice’ (Innovation). I will likely engage in more research projects in the future to improve the classroom environment for all, and to discover how children’s learning experiences can be refined through effective strategies and approaches.
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