The Place for Praise

Many teachers/tutors take it as a given that praising students is always a good thing. Certainly, there is tremendous value in reinforcing or rewarding good student conduct and academic performance. But, as we have learned that good intentions can have unfortunate consequences when praise is empty, indiscriminate or overdone.

Research suggests that praise is most effective when teachers/tutors use it selectively, concentrating their approval on genuine student progress and accomplishment. When students are applauded every time they have contact with their teacher or for accomplishing simple tasks, that praise is rendered virtually meaningless.

Hollow affirmation
When and how is it right to praise students? For starters, it's helpful to look at praise in a larger context--as part of the feedback teachers/tutors give their students. Students respond best to feedback that is sincere and specific. A steady stream of affirmations may eventually strike students as hollow, perfunctory or expected. Specific praise that calls attention to actual circumstances is more meaningful and helpful 
Describing performance
One way to give students effective feedback is to describe their performance instead of evaluating it. It's easy to say "Nice job" but it may be more helpful to say, "Good use of vocabulary words and clear penmanship." Specific description of students' work is also helpful when telling students how they can improve their performance. Students benefit from the gentle guidance of a comment such as, "You did most of the subtraction problems correctly. Remember, though, the rule for when you subtract a number from zero."

Praising students may not be as simple as it seems, but don't let that stop you from using with your students. A teacher's/tutor’s encouragement can buoy a struggling student and reward a student's hard work and accomplishments. Praise, used wisely and well, is a valuable gift teachers/tutors can offer their students.

Adapted from: Teacher to Teacher, AFT President Sandra Feldman, February, 2003

Source: http://www.aft.org/teachers/t2t/0203.htm

Praising Effectively
Many researchers identify two critical variables for academic success: Skill and Will. Skill refers to the student's skill as a learner while will refers to the student's intrinsic motivation to learn.

The primary question for teachers/tutors is how to praise effectively. Praise, if used incorrectly, can actually harm student motivation. Here are suggestions for giving effective praise to students and also some things to avoid when trying to give praise: 

	Using Praise to Motivate Students

	Effective Praise
	Ineffective Praise

	Link praise to specific student accomplishments
	Delivering praise inconsistently

	Be sincere and seem "spontaneous"
	Praise is vague and doesn't specify the particulars of the student's accomplishment

	Reward the student for obtaining a specific criterion
	The praise is bland and seems routine

	Convey to the student the value of the accomplishment
	Praise rewards simple participation and not achievement

	Attribute the success to the student's effort
	Gives the student no information about the relevance of the accomplishment

	Imply future success for continued effort and encourage the student to perform the task because of intrinsic enjoyment


	Attributes success to ability, luck, or ease and encourages the student to perform the task for external gratification


Adapted from: Praising Effectively Scott Titsworth, UNL Lessons in Lifemanship, Chapter 15 Praise
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