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Praise be: the effects of praise on student behaviour

1. Background research on praise

Previous research has shown that praise influences the way in which pupils view their intelligence, how they approach tasks and how they react to failure. Studies have shown that teachers play an important role in praising pupils and that levels of pupil on-task behaviour increase as teachers increase rates of praise. The findings from this study suggest that specific praise can make a significant difference to pupils’ learning. Specific praise is effective because it provides informative feedback about what the pupils are doing and how they are doing it. This allows pupils to reflect on their learning and use it to guide future actions. 
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2. What are positive praise, specific praise, and on-task behaviour?

· Positive praise is an expression of approval or positive reinforcement about behaviour.  It involves affirming a correct answer or positive feedback e.g.  “well done”, “nice job”, “clever girl”.

· Specific praise is an expression of approval which also contextualises behaviour by relating the praise to the actions taken by the pupil. It involves precisely stating or describing the praised behaviour e.g. “it is clear that your essay was thoroughly researched and provides quality evidence to support your conclusions”.
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· On-task behaviour means that pupils are getting on with work set by the teacher and following instructions.
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3. Praise is an under exploited resource by teachers
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The authors explain that praise is an under-utilised resource. In the classroom praise tends to be procedural and reactive to pupil’s behaviour. Research shows that the rates of praise in the average classroom are insufficient to affect pupil behaviour.

4. What is the impact of praise on pupils?

This study found that both positive and specific praise had impacts on pupils, and conclude that specific praise is the most effective form of praise. The authors suggest that teacher praise can convey powerful messages to pupils and it is important that teachers have an understanding of the benefits their students can gain from using it correctly. According to their research, praise is effective when it is personal, genuine, relevant, descriptive and makes the link between behaviour and praise more explicit. 

4a. Positive praise

The authors reported the following impacts: 

· increase in pupils on-task behaviour; and

· pupils seemed happier.

4b. Specific praise

The authors reported the following impacts:

· significant increase in pupil on-task behaviour;

· teachers praise increased for both academic and social behaviour;

· teachers found that pupils were more settled in group work, willing to attempt difficult tasks and open to challenge;

· pupils’ academic self-concepts increased;

· pupils were more aware of what made them successful at tasks; and

· pupils were more capable of dealing positively with failure when they received explanations about successful academic performance.
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The researchers found that praise that was delivered in an artificial manner, unrelated to task and not providing specific information was least effective. 

5. What impact did the use of praise have on teachers?

It wasn’t only the pupils who benefited from the increased use of specific praise. All of the teachers involved in the study also reported changes in their behaviour. They:

· became more aware of the praise they gave, paying more attention to ‘who’ and ‘what’ they were praising;

· used both positive and specific praise reported more positive classroom atmospheres;

· found it easier to praise groups than individuals; and
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· disapproval rates declined for teachers using specific praise.

6. Evidence base

The authors of this study aimed to build on existing research by investigating the impact of different types of praise on pupils’ on-task behaviour. The study involved four teachers and 109 year 4 pupils (8 to 9 year olds) from two schools. The praise intervention was implemented during the daily Numeracy Hour. 

Back to map
Back to map
The teachers involved in the study were introduced to the different types of praise and given examples of their use. Two teachers used positive praise and two used specific praise with their pupils. Praise was measured by recording teachers’ positive and negative responses to pupils both before and after the interventions to evaluate any changes. Pupils’ on-task behaviour levels and self-concept was measured using self-evaluation questionnaires. 
7. What are the implications for teachers and leaders?

· It is worth thinking about the amount and quality of praise you give to your students. In what way could you adapt your use of praise to give students more specific information about both their academic and social behaviour?
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· The findings from the study show that both specific and positive praise benefit pupil behaviour and can create a more positive classroom atmosphere.  Could you introduce these findings to colleagues and encourage them to experiment with specific praise in their teaching - perhaps through peer coaching?

8. Further reading

This LEO summary links into another summary Students Supporting Each Others’ Learning Through Peer Tutoring. This study reports on the benefits students gain from older children peer tutoring younger children. In what way could you develop the use of specific praise in students’ peer coaching activities? See: http://nlg.systemassociates.co.uk/portal/utils/mediaPreview.cfm?id=1FBCBBDF-D0B7-9A22-46B6484227AB5B15&ext=doc [Accessed: 31/01/06]

The DfES website provides a range of resources for teachers on classroom management, including suggestions and examples of effective use of praise. See: http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/ [Accessed: 19/01/06]

Practitioners may be interested in the following TRIPS summary: 

Affective teaching: a method to enhance classroom management
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This is a summary of an Israeli study into the use of teaching approaches with students to improve student behaviour. Available at: http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/research/themes/behaviour/affectiveteaching/ [Accessed: 18/01/06] 
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