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Why Praise?

Research shows that reinforcement (e.g. praise and other rewards) is the teacher’s single most powerful tool.  Reinforcement substantially improves the following, and is usually the single most effective way of improving it:

· learning and attainment

· motivation

· behaviour

· concentration in class

· self-belief or self-efficacy.  That is the student’s belief in their own ability to improve, develop, and  to overcome their own difficulties

· self-esteem 

· Attitudes to learning and to your subject

· Attitudes to the teacher

Notice there are substantial gains for the teacher as well as the student!

How to praise and reward for maximum effect

There have been many hundreds of research studies on ‘reinforcement’.  The messages from this research show a high level of agreement, but their messages are not easy to implement!  It will take time, thought, and practice to become a good practitioner in this respect.

The most effective reinforcement should be:

Frequent!

Try and give every student at least some reinforcement every lesson.  Put students who are a pain or whose progress is slow into ‘intensive care’ --- not by beating them up!  This is teacher’s intensive care, and means recognising their effort and achievement at least four times an hour, smiling, talking with them in a friendly manner etc ---- do this for a month, however difficult you find this (and you will find it difficult!) and see the results.

Task centred no ego centred

Praise should be earned by, and focussed on the student’s work, not on the student.  It should be earned for effort, completion of a task, achievement, the skill shown, an appropriate strategy used etc.  

It should not be for just being there, or for just listening say, unless these are achievements in themselves for that student. 

Praise should not be ego centred e.g. ‘You are very good at this’ ‘You are a very able student’ ‘I’m proud of you’.  This is because ego centred praise:
· assumes that success is due to personal attributes

· teaches students to interpret difficulties in terms of lack of these abilities.
However there is, of course, nothing wrong with showing that you believe a student has the capability to achieve where that student lacks confidence in their ability.
Student referenced  

Praise should be given for what is a reasonable achievement for that student, not for that class, or that age group, etc.  It should not be based on a comparison with other students such as what is a good standard for the group, this is because such a praising strategy would mean that weak students would never get praise.  This would deny your most potent motivator to the very students who need it most.  

If the completion of an ordinary learning task earns praise, every student can get it.

Specific 

You should specify what the praise is for and indicate the value of the accomplishment.  This is easier to do if it is focussed on the task as described above.  Saying what the praise is for has another benefit of ensuring that the praise is not seen as ‘patronising’:

“Well done, that’s a good way of solving the problem”  OR JUST:

“That’s a good way of solving that problem.”

“Good, all the commas are in exactly the right place”

“You are really concentrating well now”

“That is really excellent Peter. The presentation of the data is crystal clear.”

Sincere

You should sound spontaneous, and as if you really mean it!  (Even if you hate the wretch)  It should not sound like a ‘reflex action’ or a habitual phrase just trotted out for no particular reason.

It should not sound to the student as if you are using praise just as a means to control them.

Not easy is it?!

Reinforcement strategies for tough teachers

Some teachers find it hard to say nice things to their students!  They should work on this of course.  However, knowledge of results is reinforcement.  That is, simply telling students the facts about what they have done well, or giving them the results of a test, as long as the student perceives this feedback as reasonably positive.

So you could use a quiz or short test to show students what they know and can do.  Do this regularly for maximum effect and give warning of it.  A three minute test at the end of every lesson in an excellent review technique.  You will sometimes see students punching the air in delight if they do reasonably well.  Reinforcement does have a very positive effect remember.

Of course if they do badly this may not motivate.  So consider using tests and quizzes ‘formatively’.  That is, give students a second chance to get right those questions they got wrong, perhaps the next day.  Tell them about this of course, so they can bone up on their weaknesses.  Give them the test again, but tell them just to do the questions they got wrong.  Then nearly everyone does well. 

Discourage students from comparing marks, its getting a “good-enough” mark that counts and fixing the learning that made them get one wrong.  Consider setting easy questions on key material, setting a pass mark of say, 8/10, and then recording students just as ‘passed’ or ‘not passed yet’.  This is mastery learning, and it is one of the most powerful teaching methods known.  For a full account of this remarkably easy and effective strategy (which is an example of ‘formative teaching’) see the Action Research Proposal called Tests and Quizzes to Find Faults and Fix.  E-mail me, I will send one on request.  Mastery Learning is explained in full in ‘Teaching Today’.

Competences and self assessment as reinforcement.

Any acknowledgement of learning success is reinforcement.  You could set students a set of informal competences and ask them to tick themselves off as they achieve these, or ask them to self-assess against clear criteria.  Almost any learning can be ‘packaged’ in the competency or criteria format.  It is even possible to have criteria for behaviour, and ask students to self assess or claim competence from you for this.  Let your imagination off the leash and you will find a way to make it work for you!  I have a set of ‘Learning to Learn’ competences if you want them.

Certification for reinforcement

Some programme managers give students Open College Network (OCN) certificates in say first aid or customer care very early on in their programme.  If students have had official success by the end of their first term or soon after this can be a great motivator.

Other strategies

· Assessment Proformas that require a ‘medal’ for what students have done satisfactorily or better.

· One-to-Ones with the teacher in addition to STAR Days. Individual teacher attention is a powerful method of confirming success.

· Tracking documents or wall charts for students to record the completion of topics, assignments, tests, attendance, punctuality, or other course requirements etc

· Mastery learning  This is a system of very easy, short tests that students mark themselves.  If the student gets less than the pass mark (about 8/10) they do remedial work and then take again those questions they got wrong on a similar test. Alternatively remedial work is checked by peers or by the teacher.  See the assessment chapter in  ‘Teaching Today’ Geoffrey Petty

· Displays of student’s work
· Reward Schemes for appropriate behaviour, attendance, punctuality etc.  These have been remarkably successful.  See me for details.

· etc
There are many other ways of acknowledging and rewarding success achievement and completion of tasks.  If you think of some interesting approaches please let me know and I will pass them on to others.

Action Research Activity

Get together in a team of teachers, or pair up with someone for the purpose.

1. Decide whether you are considering verbal reinforcement, or written reinforcement which includes feedback on student’s written or practical work.  You can of course consider both, if so it might help to do one at a time.

2. Compare your methods of reinforcing and praising:

a. Verbal Praise and reinforcement:

i. When do you praise or reinforce?

ii. What is your ‘praise rate’, that is, the number of times you praise or reinforce per hour?  (You could observe each other to determine this)

iii. Who do you praise or reinforce?

iv. Is praise or reinforcement spread over all the students in the group, regardless of their ability, behaviour, etc?

v. How do you praise?
b. Written praise and constructive criticism (feedback on written or practical work)

i. When do you do this?  Does all their work get a written or verbal comment?  Consider whether it is desirable for all early practice work to get your comments.  Also whether verbal feedback might be better.

ii. Does pretty much every piece of feedback contain some praise or reinforcement? 

iii. Is praise and reinforcement frequent, task-centred not ego-centred; student referenced; specific; and sincere?!  You are doing damn well if it is!

iv. Is your feedback medal and mission?  That is, containing a medal for what was done well, and a mission for how to get better.  (See the note below or the Project on Assessment Proformas for full detail.).

3. Discuss the review of reinforcement theory above.

4. Decide with one other teacher or more, how you want to improve your reinforcement strategy.

5. Practice the improvements you have decided.

6. When you are both ready, observe each other’s teaching with the express purpose of looking at how you praise and reinforce.

7. Try to evaluate your change in strategy.  Did it make a difference to classroom climate, your peace of mind, student attainment etc?

8. Consider developing a reinforcement policy for your programme that addresses this important issue and ensures that all students get regular reinforcement.

Appendix

A note on the use medal and mission feedback.  See the Action Research Proposal on Assessment Proformas for a related approach.  The best feedback is ‘medal and mission’.  That is, it contains a ‘medal’ for what is done well, and a ‘mission’ for how to get better.  Its hard to do but…….
The ‘medal’ should be as already described:

a. Frequent
b. Task centred not ego centred, that is, focussed on the task rather than the student’s ability: ‘all the spelling is correct’ not ‘you are a good speller’
c. Student referenced, not norm referenced.  That is, praise should be given for what is a reasonable achievement for that student, not for what would be good for an average student in that class.
d. Specific, not vague.  That is, it should be clear exactly what is being praised.  E.g. ‘all the key points were included’, not ‘good work’.
e. Sincere.  That is, the student should think you really meant it, and so it should not consist entirely of often repeated phrases, or appear as if you are just trying to make the student feel better.
The ‘mission’ should be:
Forward looking and positive that is focussed on how to do it better next time, or how to improve the work, rather than on what was wrong with what has just been completed.  (It will then sound like advice rather than criticism.)
In the form of a target that can be checked-up on.

Assessment Proformas can be very simple like the one below, or more complex like those in the Action Research Proposal on Assessment Proformas.


Summary


‘Reinforcement’ means praise, rewards, certification or other ‘official’ recognition of learning, and other positive feedback.  For example giving students feedback on whether they have learned effectively is reinforcement.  This is sometimes called ‘knowledge of results’.  So a reasonable mark in a quiz or test is reinforcement, so is ticking off a task or competence.





In research reviews of teaching strategies ‘reinforcement’ invariably comes out at the very top of the list as the single most effective teaching strategy.  You do not have a more powerful tool at your disposal.  But it’s not easy to get it right!  





This Proposal tells you about what research has to say about the most effective ways of praising and rewarding, and allows you to develop your skills in this direction with a colleague or team.





You can combine this Action Research Proposal with another called ‘Assessment Proformas’ to make a powerful combination.
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