
THE POWER OF TEACHER PRAISE1 

Social approval, often conveyed through verbal praise, is a powerful reinforcer for 

most people. The original experimental demonstrations of the power of adults’ social 

attention as reinforcement for children’s behavior took place in a series of four studies 

designed by Montrose Wolf and carried out by the preschool teachers at the University 

of Washington’s Institute of Child Development in the early 1960s (K. E. Allen, Hart, 

Buell, Harris, & Wolf, 1964; F. R. Harris, Johnston, Kelly, & Wolf, 1964; Hart, Allen, 

Buell, Harris, & Wolf, 1964; M. K. Johnston, Kelly, Harris, & Wolf, 1966). Describing 

those early studies, Risley (2005) wrote: 

We had never seen such power! The speed and magnitude of the effects 

on children’s behavior in the real world of simple adjustments of 

something so ubiquitous as adult attention was astounding. Forty years 

later, social reinforcement (positive attention, praise, “catching them 

being good”) has become the core of most American advice and training 

for parents and teachers—making this arguably the most influential 

discovery of modern psychology. (p. 280) 

Numerous studies since have shown repeatedly the positive effects of contingent 

praise on the behavior of infants (e.g., Poulson & Kymissis, 1988), preschoolers (e.g., 

Connell, Randall, Wilson, Lutz, & Lamb, 1993; Wolery, 2000), and school-age students 

with and without disabilities (e.g., Kratochwill & Stoiber, 2000; Martella, Marchand-

Martella, Young, & MacFarlane, 1995; Sutherland, Wehby, & Copeland, 2000). Yet many 

educators do not appreciate that the systematic use of contingent praise and attention 

may be the most powerful motivational and classroom management tool they have 
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(Flora, 2004). Teacher praise and attention are especially important for students with 

learning and behavior problems. 

MISGUIDED ADVICE 

Some argue against the use of praise and rewards for student performance (Deci, 

Koestner, & Ryan, 1999; Lepper, Keavney, & Drake, 1996). Alfie Kohn (1993a, 1993b), 

in particular, has gained considerable attention for claiming that extrinsic motivators 

such as incentive plans, grades, and verbal praise damage the intrinsic motivation of 

students and employees to perform and learn. Using faulty interpretations of research 

of questionable validity, Kohn argues that praise is not only ineffective but actually 

harmful to children. In an article titled “Five Reasons to Stop Saying ‘Good Job!’” Kohn 

(2001) warned early childhood teachers that praising and rewarding students for their 

accomplishments manipulates children, creates praise junkies, steals their pleasure, 

causes children to lose interest, and reduces achievement. Not only does this stand in 

stark contrast to an extensive research literature showing the positive benefits of such 

practices, the “planned use of positive reinforcement is antithetical to [Kohn’s 

pejorative description of the practice as] blurted-out judgments, slathered-on praise, 

knee-jerk tendencies, and evaluative eruptions” (Strain & Joseph, 2004, p. 58). 

Research conducted in classrooms and laboratories does not support Kohn’s 

contention that students are “punished by rewards” (Cameron, 2005). Cameron, 

Banko, and Pierce (2001) conducted a meta-analysis of 145 experimental studies and 

concluded that no scientific evidence indicated any detrimental effects of reward on 

intrinsic motivation. 
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LOW RATES OF TEACHER PRAISE 

Kohn and others concerned that teachers are praising their students too frequently 

need not worry. In spite of its documented effectiveness in increasing academic 

performance and desired student behaviors, studies over the past three decades have 

consistently found very low rates of teacher praise. In a study of 104 teachers in grades 

1 through 12, M. A. White (1975) found that rates of teacher praise dropped with each 

grade level; and in every grade after second, the rate at which teachers delivered 

statements of disapproval to students exceeded the rate of teacher approval. 

Numerous studies have reported similar low rates of teacher praise in regular 

classrooms and special education classrooms (e.g., Baker & Zigmond, 1990; Deno, 

Maruyama, Espin, & Cohen, 1990; Harrop & Swinson, 2000; Nowacek, McKinney, & 

Hallahan, 1990). Especially discouraging are several studies in classrooms for students 

with emotional or behavioral disorders that found teachers’ rates of praise as low as 1 

per hour or less (Shores et al., 1993; Van Acker, Grant, & Henry, 1996; Wehby, Symons, 

& Shores, 1995). 

FOUR POSSIBLE REASONS FOR INFREQUENT TEACHER PRAISE 

Some teachers worry that students will come to expect to be praised or rewarded. 

They believe students should want to learn for intrinsic reasons. It would be wonderful 

if all students came to school prepared to work hard and to learn for “intrinsic” 

reasons. The ultimate intrinsic motivator is success itself (Skinner, 1989)—using new 

knowledge and skills effectively enough to enjoy control over one’s environment, be it 

solving a new algebra problem or reading a mystery with sufficient fluency and 

endurance to find out who did it. But it is naïve and irresponsible for educators to 

expect students with few skills and a history of failure to work hard without positive 
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consequences. Contingent teacher praise and other extrinsic motivators such as points 

toward a grade or slips of paper as entries in the classroom lottery are proven to help 

students attain the performance levels necessary to meet the naturally existing 

reinforcement contingencies of success. 

Some teachers believe that praising takes too much time away from teaching. 

Detecting and praising performance improvements, particularly by low-achieving 

students who have experienced little academic success, is one of the most effective 

forms of teaching. It is unfortunate that some educators believe they are not teaching 

when they are praising student accomplishments. 

Some teachers feel it is unnatural to praise. Teachers who think it is unnatural to 

praise students’ good behavior are, in some respects, correct. The natural 

contingencies of the classroom undermine the use of praise and strengthen 

reprimanding behavior. Teacher reprimands typically produce an immediate change in 

student behavior (e.g., the child stops disrupting class), which negatively reinforces 

reprimanding (Maag, 2001). By contrast, when a teacher praises a student for 

behavior, such as working quietly in class, usually no immediate consequence 

reinforces the teacher’s praising behavior (e.g., the student just continues working as 

before). The pervasiveness of these naturally occurring contingencies is supported by 

the fact that while few teachers must be taught to identify misbehavior and issue 

reprimands, many teachers need help learning to catch students being good. 

Classrooms are busy, and many student behaviors worthy of praise and attention go 

unnoticed. Teachers may not notice many desirable behaviors if students do not call 

attention to themselves. Teachers are more likely to notice and pay attention to a 

disruptive student than to a student who is working quietly and productively. 



Heward  The Power of Praise - 5 

HOW TO GET STARTED 

1. Always be on the lookout for student behavior worthy of praise. Even the most 

unskilled and unruly student is correct or obedient sometimes. Don’t miss these 

critical teaching moments. 

2. Arrange opportunities for students to do something well just so you can give 

approval. For example, an easy way to provide a low-achieving student with an 

opportunity to succeed in front of his classmates is to ask a question he is likely to 

know and then call on him to answer. 

3. Don’t worry about sounding wooden and unnatural at first. Teachers are often 

concerned their students will think they are not being genuine. Practice four or five 

praise statements you can say when you observe specific behaviors or performance 

improvements by your students. Providing specific praise and approval is like any 

other skill; you’ll get better with practice. 

4. Use self-management to increase your praise rate. Set a goal to give a certain number 

of praise statements in a class period (Keller, Brady, & Taylor, 2005; Keller & Duffy, 

2005; Silvestri & Heward, 2005). Prompt yourself to praise desired student 

behavior by marking reminders in your lesson plan or by playing a cassette tape 

with randomly spaced beeps. Self-record your praising behavior by marking a card 

or moving pennies from one pocket to another. Reward yourself with a treat after 

school for meeting your goal. Start small, and gradually increase your daily goal as 

your praising skills improve. 

5. Don’t worry about overpraising. Of all the mistakes a teacher might make, providing 

too much praise and approval for students’ good academic and social behaviors is 

not likely to be one of them. 
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