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The Necessity of Finding More Ways to Praise
Encouraging students is not enough, says a new study—you actually
have to raise your ratio of praise to reprimands dramatically, and that
might mean keeping track.

By Youki Terada
October 15, 2021

Alex Nabaum / The iSpot

Are you keeping track of the praise you give out in a classroom? If not, it’s time to
give it serious consideration, researchers assert in a new study . Being mindful of
the actual ratio of praise to reprimands results in dramatic improvements in on-task
behavior and grades, the study concludes—a finding echoed by previous work on
“praise ratios” by experts at Vanderbilt University , who also recommend “6
praise statements every 15 minutes.” 

Creating a chart of encouraging language is odd. In most cases, praise is
spontaneous and reactive, so it may feel too mechanical—or perhaps too fastidious
—to audit how often you praise your students. But for professor of English
education and former teacher Todd Finley, creating a praise checklist was game-
changing, providing him with a structure to “reflect on what students have done or
might do” to merit praise and a method to record the interactions to “spread the
love evenly.”
  
 In the study, researchers analyzed how often middle school teachers praised their
students—exclaiming, “Good job, Andrew, on listening carefully during the
lesson!” for example—compared with how often they reprimanded their students,
and they discovered that the higher the ratio of praise to reprimands, the more
likely students stayed focused and participated in the lesson. 

In classrooms with the highest ratio of praise to reprimands, on-task behavior
increased by 60 to 70 percent, while disruptions were cut in half. 

The positive impact of praise was acutely felt by a small group of students with
emotional and behavioral disorders. For these students, the difference between
receiving zero praise and a one-to-one ratio of praise to reprimands was a full letter
grade—moving from an average D grade to a C. Completely avoiding public
reprimands and using a more positive, proactive approach had an even more
dramatic impact, with these students achieving an average B grade in the
classroom.

“As students get older, we often just expect that they’re going to be more mature
and do what’s expected of them,” said  lead author Paul Caldarella, a professor of
education at Brigham Young University. “But they actually still need the same kind
of reminders as elementary students. And any kind of negative comment made
publicly to image-conscious teenagers, who are trying to establish their identity
and peer relationships, is likely to make them shut down or get aggressive. So, it’s
better to praise publicly and correct in private.”

W H Y  R E P R I M A N D S  D O N ’ T  WO R K

Negative attention from a teacher—chiding students for not paying attention or
threatening them with consequences, for example—rarely resulted in correcting
misbehavior, Caldarella and his colleagues discovered. Instead, it led to more
instances of off-task behavior, likely because students felt singled out and rebelled
in response.

Middle school teachers tend to rely more heavily on corrective, punishment-
based approaches  to managing student behavior, the authors explain, a pattern
that increases as students get older. To make matters worse, students of color and
those with disabilities tend to receive harsher punishments than their peers, a
worrying trend that’s been well documented in the research literature . As a
result, “problems may emerge from a mismatch between classroom management
practices and developmental needs of students, particularly adolescents’
increasing needs to be respected,” Caldarella explains in the study. 

Perhaps the biggest insight from the study is in tracing the way that praise aligns
with our latest understanding of how adolescent brains work. As students reach
their teens, they’re more likely to question authority figures, be skeptical about the
way rules are applied, and test the boundaries of acceptable behavior—leading to
distracting and off-task behavior that ultimately undermines “academic interest,
motivation, and achievement,” according to the researchers. Teens are also
exquisitely sensitive to the social contexts of learning, and both brain scans and
electrical readings of stress levels reveal deep changes in the way they respond to
peer pressure: Their status in the classroom, predictably, is directly linked to their
willingness to engage. For teens, in particular, praise, not criticism, is the right tool
for the occasion. 

M A N AG I N G  YO U R  ‘ P R A I S E  R AT I O ’

At the beginning of the study, the researchers observed a typical classroom and
recorded about 6.5 reprimands for every instance of praise—a deficit that makes
sense, given the strong instinct to correct nonproductive student behavior in real
time. At that level of praise, the students were mildly but never deeply engaged,
with on-task behaviors hovering around 40 percent. 

But as the ratio of praise to reprimands increased toward one to one, engagement
and on-task behavior improved in a relatively linear fashion. Although “no ideal
praise to reprimand threshold was found,” the researchers said—and the study does
not specify an upper limit—teachers can expect on-task behavior “to reach
approximately 60% in the absence of other interventions” as the praise to
reprimand ratio approaches parity.

There are common-sense and research-backed reasons to be mindful of
overpraising, of course. No student is always deserving of praise, and even
students in elementary school can tell when praise is too lavish . When you use
praise “for your own ends or even in a conscious attempt to help the student, it is
likely to go wrong,” cautions  Daniel Willingham, a psychologist at the University
of Virginia.

If the instinct to reprimand is powerful, though—and too much praise can backfire—
then how can teachers find the right balance? Being intentional, even methodical,
about the way language is deployed is a good first step. Finley came to the
conclusion that auditing his public and private encouragement, and thinking
deeply about the quality of his feedback, was worth the investment, and sixth-
grade teacher Alyssa Nucaro arrived at a similar conclusion: “One of the hardest
things I had to do was learn how to change my ‘teacher’ language so that I could
encourage and empower students on a daily basis,” she confided in a blog post. In
time, she realized that using highly supportive, productive teacher language
simply takes “a lot of practice and awareness.”

A few more evidence-backed tips to calibrate your praise effectively:

Consider keeping a chart. Raise your praise ratio by recording yourself teaching or
using charts or other forms of documentation. Keeping track also keeps you from
overlooking certain students—particularly those who are marginalized, Caldarella
explains. Keep a chart of who you’re praising to avoid inadvertently praising the same
students over and over, and make an intentional e!ort to connect with and praise all
students, especially those who may need extra academic and emotional support.

Praise in public, correct in private. Public reprimands can damage a student’s self-
image, leading to more behavioral issues down the line, according to a 2016 study .
While it may be necessary to correct misbehavior, doing so in front of a student’s peers
may cause more harm than good and should be used sparingly.

Highlight specific actions. Saying “good job” is vague and doesn’t clearly identify the
desired behaviors. “Describe the observed behavior and make a positive remark,”
recommends Finley, adding that statements like, “You held the door open for your
classmates on your own initiative, Savannah. Major props,” provide better guidance.

Avoid praising students for ability. Statements like “You’re so smart” or “You’re really
good at math” can lead to a fixed mindset, reducing the likelihood that they’ll enroll in
challenging courses while increasing the likelihood that they’ll cheat, according to a
2014 study . Labeling students as inherently smart can backfire, since students may
feel compelled to cheat in order to preserve their image. 

The takeaway: The study is a reminder that we may be primed to overcorrect and
underpraise, an imbalance that can make the difference between a productive
classroom and a defiant one. While reprimands are sometimes unavoidable—and
praise isn’t a panacea—working to raise the ratio of praise to reprimands is likely to
improve student engagement and classroom productivity.

SHARE THIS STORY

FILED UNDER

T H E  R E S E A R C H  I S  I N

How to Design Better Tests, Based on the
Research
A review of a dozen recent studies reveals that to design good tests,
teachers need to consider bias, rigor, and mindset.
By Youki Terada
October 15, 2021

Claire Longmoor didn’t expect her math problem to go viral . 

“An orchestra of 120 players takes 40 minutes to play Beethoven’s 9th symphony,”
the question read. “How long would it take for 60 players to play the symphony?”

Read Full Story
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Defending a Teacher’s Right to Disconnect
Remember personal time? For many educators, technology has driven
it toward extinction—and it’s time to get serious about reclaiming it.
By Youki Terada
August 27, 2021

Technology is compromising the health and well-being of teachers, blurring the
already-indistinct boundaries between work and home and leading to an
unsustainable “always on” mentality, researchers assert in a new study .

It’s not an entirely new problem. For decades, educators have labored under the
twin pressures of expanding responsibilities at work and increasing domestic
demands. As dual-income families became the norm, larger class sizes, more
paperwork, and a gradual shift in caretaking duties toward school systems have
strained the capacity of educators, encroaching on personal time traditionally set
aside for family and friends. Well before the pandemic, stress topped the list of
reasons teachers quit, according to a RAND study , which identified long hours
and the burden of taking on second jobs to supplement income as primary factors
in early retirement. 

Read Full Story
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The Case Against Zeros in Grading
Teachers can rethink their grading practices to make them more
mathematically fair for students and allow for redemption for a missed
assignment.
By Alexis Tamony
October 6, 2021

Let’s say a student fails to turn something in. What grade should they receive? I have
asked this question of a lot of teachers lately, and here are the most common
answers I’ve gotten: “Zero.” “Nothing.” “-5.” “An F.” “A K.” What?

I’m currently in my 19th year of teaching, and my answer to this question has
evolved significantly over time. I was a staunch “Give them a zero. I don’t give
points for doing nothing. You earn them.” However, in the past two years, my
answer has evolved to include some nuance that I believe is more mathematically
fair to students and allows for redemption.

Read Full Story
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3 Ways Administrators Can Show They Care
About Teachers as People
It’s easy for school leaders to get caught up in roles and responsibilities
—but it’s important to remember that teachers are more than their job
titles.
By Jessica Cabeen
October 6, 2021

Excitement, anticipation, fear, anxiety, hope, and helplessness are just a few of the
feelings educators might face on the Sunday nights before the Mondays with
students this year. While many of these feelings are not new to educators, the
context in which we are feeling them has changed. Changes in protocols,
pedagogy, and building practices have shifted how we go about our positions.
Many of us have learned how to teach classes that are remote, hybrid,
asynchronous, or synchronous, and can set up Zoom calls in our sleep.

With all of this focus on the work behind the scenes to prepare for the positions, the
challenge can be remembering that we are all people behind our titles with
concerns that extend outside of school. As leaders, we have to keep this in mind
and find ways to show support for the people behind the nameplates on the
classroom doors.
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Teaching Kids to Give and Receive Quality Peer
Feedback
Building a classroom culture of feedback requires scaffolding and a
safe, nurturing environment, but it’s worth the effort, teachers say.
By Paige Tutt
October 8, 2021

Jamie Kobs knows the value of giving students timely and meaningful feedback, but
she often struggled with the volume of incoming assignments. Then she discovered
a solution: her students. Feedback didn’t always need to come directly from her,
the veteran high school English teacher realized. In fact, if she taught kids the skills
to deliver constructive, focused feedback, it could be equally meaningful coming
from fellow classmates.

“Besides relieving me of some of the pressure, creating a classroom culture where
students give each other feedback has helped me increase engagement and build
community,” Kobs says. “Having more frequent interactions among students builds
rapport and trust and disrupts the idea that I’m the only expert in the room."

Read Full Story
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The Benefits of Reflection in School Discipline
When elementary students act out, one thing they need is time to
reflect on the roots of their actions—and how they might respond
differently next time.
By George Farmer
September 20, 2021

My first job as an educator was in-school suspension monitor. The majority of the
students assigned in-school suspension were there because of their behavior, and
on my first day, the vice principal explained that the best approach was to walk
around the room, never smile, and not be cordial with students.

That mean, hard-nosed, punitive approach to school discipline is a practice from
the past that really should be reevaluated. While I respect various approaches to
student discipline, I found one particular approach back then that was effective—
and it was not the vice principal’s. It was giving students a structured opportunity to
reflect on their behavior.

Read Full Story

P R O F E S S I O N A L  L E A R N I N G

Using Classroom Video to Improve Your
Teaching
Reflecting on and learning from captured moments in the classroom
can be a powerful form of professional learning.
By Zachary Herrmann, Sarah Schneider Kavanagh
October 19, 2021

As teachers, we aren’t always the best at recalling exactly what happened in our
classrooms on a given day or assessing how a lesson is going in real time. Maybe
we thought that the way we explained a concept made things click for our students,
only to realize later that it left them more confused. Or maybe we were proud of a
question that we posed but learned later that students didn’t even understand what
we were asking.

For us to grow and develop as professionals, we need to accurately understand the
impact of the countless decisions we make every day. This is part of why many
teachers find peer and coach observations so helpful. An extra set of eyes in the
classroom can help us see, and understand, much more than we could on our own.

Read Full Story
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How to Build Executive Function Skills in
Preschool
From imaginative play to storytelling, certain activities help build self-
regulation, memory, and planning skills—setting the littlest learners on
a pathway to academic success.
October 19, 2021
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5 Ways to Use Word Clouds in the Classroom
Try these strategies for creating and using word clouds to help
students better understand a topic and see it from a different angle.
By Monica Burns
October 19, 2021

Can a word cloud promote student engagement? If you’re looking to boost student
participation and increase motivation, a word cloud might be a great fit for your
classroom. But first...

A word cloud is a visual representation of information or data. It shows the
popularity of words or phrases by making the most frequently used words appear
larger or bolder compared with the other words around them. A word cloud
contains a set of data such as a list of words, text from a blog post, or a collection of
written items like a series of articles.

Read Full Story

L I T E R A C Y

Exploring Identity During Independent
Reading
Middle school students build literacy skills and explore who they are
growing to be in an independent reading unit centered on the theme
of identity.
By Kasey Short
October 18, 2021

Independent reading is a consistent aspect of my eighth-grade English class that
increases reading comprehension skills, builds vocabulary, and fosters a love of
reading. Throughout the year I create four theme-based independent reading units,
where all students read books of their choice within a common theme.

This year, I decided to design my first independent reading unit around the theme
of exploring identity. This theme connects to the social and emotional learning
goals I have for my adolescent students, who are growing, changing, and
discovering who they are and what they believe.

Read Full Story
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