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Abstract 

Teacher praise is a strategy that effectively reduces student disruptive and off-task 

behavior. Although teacher praise has been studied for more than five decades, most 

research has looked at general and behavior specific praise . There may be other aspects 

of praise, beyond specificity, that could inform consultation. Examining teachers' diverse 

use of praise may inform how to maximize this strategy and improve upon teacher 

training. The purpose of this study was to determine whether teachers ' diverse use of 

praise could be measured. Once it was determined, the data were analyzed to determine 

how many diverse praise categories teachers used on average and whether differences 

were noted between early and late grade elementary teachers use of diverse praise. Data 

for this study were re-analyzed from an original study which included 572 1  minutes of 

direct observation across 28 kindergarten through fifth grade classrooms (approximately 

200 min per classroom) to measure teachers' average use of diverse praise categories per 

observation. Across all 28 classrooms, teachers used 3 .7 total diverse praise categories 

(TDP) per observation. Additionally, on average, teachers used more behavior specific 

diverse praise (BSDP) than general diverse praise (GDP) categories per observation per 

hour and this difference was statistically significant. There was no statistically significant 

difference in the number of TDP categories coded per observation per hour between early 

and late elementary classrooms. Lastly, praise adjective, compliance/appreciation, and 

work GDP categories were used most frequently across all teachers . Implications and 

future directions are discussed. 

Keywords: Diverse Praise, Teacher Praise, Teacher Training, Student Behavior, 

Classroom Management 
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An Analysis of General Education Teachers ' Use of Diverse Praise 

Many teachers struggle with classroom management and report that it is one of 

the most difficult parts of their job, but also an area in which they receive the least level 

of training (Barrett & Davis, 1 995 ;  Evertson & Weinstein, 2006; Houston & Williamson, 

1 992) . Praise is an easy to implement, no cost, effective strategy that has been studied 

since the 1 960s to decrease disruptive student behavior and assist classroom teachers with 

classroom management (Hall, Lund, & Jackson, 1 968 ;  Madsen, Becker, & Thomas, 

1 968 ;  Shutte & Hopkins, 1 970; Thomas, Becker, & Armstrong, 1 968) .  These studies 

suggest that, when teachers increase their use of praise, disruptive student behavior 

decreases. More recently, intervention studies have focused on increasing teachers ' use of 

behavior-specific praise (BSP) and have demonstrated that using BSP decreases 

disruptive student behavior and increases appropriate student behavior (Dufrene, 

Lestremau, & Zoder-Martell, 20 1 4; Fullerton, Conroy, & Correa, 2009; Reinke, Herman, 

& Stormont, 20 1 3 ;  Sutherland, Wehby, & Copeland, 2000). 

Unfortunately, few studies have examined praise beyond BSP. In a systematic 

review of the literature, Floress, Beschta, Meyer, and Reinke (in press), found that the 

majority of praise research has focused on studying BSP, verbal, individual, and 

contingent praise ; however, there are other praise characteristics that may also be related 

to positive student outcomes, such as the variety of praise statements that teachers use 

within their classrooms. If teachers ' diverse use of praise can be measured objectively, it 

may prove to be an important praise characteristic that strengthens the utility and/or 

effectiveness of teacher praise. The purpose of this study is to identify different types of 
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diverse praise and to determine, on average, how many different types of diverse praise 

teachers use in general education classrooms. 

Praise Defined 

8 

Praise is described as a verbal statement or gesture signifying teacher approval of 

a desired student behavior and goes beyond verbal feedback for a correct academic 

response (Brophy, 1 98 1 ;  Cavanaugh, 20 1 3 ;  Reinke, Lewis-Palmer, & Merrell, 2008). 

Praise is commonly broken down into two forms, BSP and general praise (GP). BSP is 

defined as the delivery of approval by the teacher to the student which includes a specific 

and explicit description of the approved behavior (Briere, Simonsen, Sugai, & Myers, 

20 1 5 ; Reinke, Lewis-Palmer, & Matin, 2007). An example of BSP is "You did a fantastic 

job walking to your seat quietly" . This statement explicitly states the approved behavior 

so children can make the connection between the praise received (i .e . ,  fantastic job) and 

the behavior displayed (i . e . ,  walking to your seat) . GP differs from BSP in that it 

expresses approval or admiration without explicitly stating what was approved (Jenkins, 

Floress, & Reinke, 20 1 5 ;  Myers, Simonsen, & Sugai, 20 1 1 ) .  Examples of GP include 

"good," "great," and "fantastic" because they all express approval without specifically 

stating the behavior or describing what was approved. It is argued that BSP is a superior 

use of praise compared to GP because BSP clearly makes the connection between 

children' s  behavior and approval, and leave the children with little doubt of what they did 

to receive the praise (Hawkins & Heflin, 20 1 1  ) .  

Prior to  determining whether or  not teachers ' diverse use of praise can be 

measured, it is important to review what guidelines for delivering effective praise have 

been offered, what specific praise characteristics have been studied, the extent to which 
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GP versus BSP has been studied, how praise fits into school-wide preventative models, 

and to what extent research has examined praise rates to inform Tier I intervention. 

Recommendations for Praise Use 

Many researchers provide guidelines for delivering teacher praise (Gable, Hester, 

Rock, & Hughes, 2009; Hester, Hendrickson, & Gable, 2009; Sutherland, Copeland, & 

Wehby, 200 1 ) . Some recommendations are objective (e.g . ,  praise should be contingent, 

specific, and directly linked to the behavior that is being approved; Partin, Robertson, 

Maggin, Oliver, & Wehby, 20 1 0), while other recommendations are more subjective 

(e .g . ,  praise should be delivered enthusiastically and with sincerity (Brophy, 1 98 1  ) . The 

following section reviews praise recommendations found in the literature . 

9 

Contingent and specific. Brophy ( 1 98 1 )  recommended that praise be contingent 

and specific. Blaze et al . (20 1 4) also recommended that contingent praise be used after a 

single occurrence of appropriate student behavior. In other words, praise should not be 

used spontaneously, but rather strategically following a specific appropriate behavior 

(Myers, Simonsen, & Sugai, 20 1 1 ;  Sutherland, Wehby, & Copeland, 2000). In a study 

where teachers were trained to modify their teaching to increase attention, make 

transitions more obvious, improve opportunities to respond, and provide praise, 

Anderson, Evertson, and Brophy ( 1 979) reported that teachers were rarely specific in 

their use of praise statements. They argued that when teachers are not specific in their 

delivery of praise, the praise statement is not as effective because the connection between 

the praise statement and the specific behavior being approved is less obvious to the 

student. 
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Positive teacher-student interaction. In addition to specific and contingent 

praise, Sutherland (2000) as well as Moore Partin and colleagues (2009) recommended 

that praise should be delivered in a way that increases positive teacher-student 

interaction. Often, students who are targeted for praise intervention have a history of 

behavior problems, and students with behavior problems are more likely to experience 

negative teacher-student interactions compared to students without behavior problems 

(Moore Partin et al . ,  2009). Praise creates opportunities for positive student teacher 

interactions and when this happens, overall teacher-student relationships improve 

(Moore Partin, 2009). 

1 0  

Differentiated. Moore Partin and colleagues (2009) also recommended that 

praise be centered on the student's diverse skill level . In other words, praise should be 

delivered in a way that is differentiated for each student ' s  individual needs (Gable, 

Hester, Rock & Hughes, 2009). For example, one student may rarely raise a hand to 

speak in class without blurting out first. When that student raises a hand prior to speaking 

in class, he/she should be praised specifically for remembering to raise a hand. Similarly, 

a student who struggles to stand in line appropriately (e.g . ,  hands to self, mouth quiet, 

eyes forward), should be praised when standing in line while keeping hands to 

him/herself and facing forward. Praising students based on the individual skills they need 

to work on is important because children are more likely to make improvements in the 

areas they have deficits . 

Reinforcing. Gable and colleagues (2009) also argued that it is important to 

ensure that praise is reinforcing for the student receiving praise. Differentiating praise so 

that it is delivered in a way that is reinforcing is key to effectively using praise. It is 
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important to take into consideration the unique characteristics of the individual being 

praised and determine whether or not praise is changing the target behavior. It is possible 

for praise to function as a reinforcer for one individual, but not another (Moore Partin et 

al . ,  20 1 0) .  Although many contemporary researchers recommend that praise be delivered 

contingently, specifically, in a way that increases positive teacher-student interaction, be 

differentiated based on student need, and be functionally reinforcing, Brophy ( 1 98 1 )  may 

offer the most influential review on teacher praise. 

Brophy ( 1 98 1 ) , Teacher Praise: A Functional Analysis is likely the most widely 

reviewed article related to teacher praise. When a Google Scholar search was conducted 

using the search term "teacher praise" by the primary investigator, the first article found 

was Brophy ( 1 98 1 ), which was cited by more than 970 other articles (Google Scholar, 

20 1 5) .  In his review of teacher praise, Brophy ( 1 98 1 )  recommended that praise be 

informative, specific, genuine, supportive, individualized, sincere, enthusiastic, and 

contingent. Brophy indicated that these recommendations were based on the work of 

O 'Leary and O 'Leary ( 1 977). Some of these recommendations are consistent with the 

previous section (i .e . ,  praise should be specific, individualized, and contingent) ; however 

Brophy also suggested that teacher praise should be genuine, supportive, sincere, and 

enthusiastic. These praise characteristics are arguably less objective and; therefore, more 

difficult to measure . However, Brophy is not the only one to recommend that praise 

include subjective qualities .  McKay ( 1 992) stated that when using praise one should 

" . . .  find as many opportunities to sincerely praise your children as you can" (p . 243) .  

Similarly, Bayat (20 1 1 )  claimed that if  praise is done meaninglessly it loses its ' 

effectiveness, and therefore promoted that praise be delivered in a "sincere manner." 
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However, despite these recommendations, there i s  no empirical support to suggest that 

praise is more effective when it is "genuine," "supportive," "sincere," or "enthusiastic," 

because these praise characteristics have never been experimentally studied nor defined. 

Sincerity. It is possible that these characteristics have never been experimentally 

studied because measuring these constructs would be extremely difficult. For example, 

measuring sincerity or genuineness is likely to be difficult because it is an internal state 

that is subjective to outside observers . Henderlong and Lepper (2002) reviewed the 

effects of praise on children' s  motivation and concluded that if praise is perceived as 

sincere, it is likely to enhance motivation. However, they also determined that measuring 

subjective praise characteristics, like sincerity, presents a great challenge. For example, 

they found that it was difficult to determine how honest (or sincere) praise differs from 

falsified praise and because of this, these authors concluded that they were unable to 

determine whether or not honest praise was actually different from falsified praise. 

Supportive and enthusiastic. It is also likely that measuring whether or not a 

teacher is supportive in his/her use of praise would prove difficult. One reason for this is 

because support can be viewed on a continuum. One person may judge a teacher' s praise 

to be supportive, while another person may judge the teacher' s praise to not be 

supportive . Enthusiasm is also a construct that can be judged on a continuum. One 

teacher may be judged as enthusiastic until another teacher with more or less enthusiasm 

is observed. The possible continuum of these praise characteristics makes them difficult 

to measure and ultimately study. Additionally, both support and enthusiasm are 

subjective in nature and make reliable coding difficult. While many of the recommended 

guidelines for how to use praise are logical (e .g . ,  praise should be enthusiastic, 
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supportive, sincere, and genuine) these characteristics are difficult to measure and there is 

no evidence to support that they are effective or essential components of praise because 

they have never been studied. The following section will discuss the praise characteristics 

that have been studied. 

Floress et al, (in press) reviewed the praise literature spanning the past thirty-four 

years and identified twelve praise characteristics that have been studied. In this 

systematic review, 29 praise studies were identified and analyzed to determine which 

praise characteristics had been studied in the literature . Studies included for review 

included intervention studies where teachers were trained to increase their use of praise 

or studies where no intervention took place and teacher praise was examined in relation 

to other variables (e .g . ,  opportunities to respond, criticism, or student behavior) . In each 

of the 29 studies the dependent variable was examined to identify which praise 

characteristics were described. For example, if a dependent variable provided an example 

of praise as a teacher stating "I like the way that you are standing in line" the specific 

praise characteristics that were identified (coded) included:  BSP (standing in line 

specifically identified), verbal (the use of the word "stating" suggests verbal 

communication), individual (directed to one student), and contingent (occurred after 

appropriate behavior was observed) .  Each of the 29 articles were coded for 1 2  praise 

characteristics, which included: general, BSP, verbal, written, tangible, physical, gesture, 

individual, group, public, private, and contingent. Each article could be coded for 

multiple praise characteristic categories. 

Results from the Floress et al . (in press) review indicated that the three most 

frequently studied praise characteristics were contingent, individual, and BSP. The three 
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least studied praise characteristics included public, private, and written. Interestingly, of 

the 29 studies reviewed, the study that examined public versus private praise (Blaze et al . ,  

20 1 4) was the only study that experimentally compared two praise characteristics in an 

attempt to determine which characteristic was most effective . No other praise 

characteristic, including BSP, has been experimentally compared to determine 

superiority; however, the praise literature suggests that BSP is superior to GP (Anderson, 

et al . ,  1 979; Brophy, 1 98 1 ) . 

General Praise versus BSP 

As noted above, many researchers provide recommendations on the effective use 

of praise which include specifically identifying the child ' s  behavior that earned approval 

(i .e . ,  using BSP; Brophy, 1 98 1 ) . Despite the recommendation that praise be specific and 

the implication that BSP is superior to general praise, no study has experimentally 

manipulated BSP and GP to determine if in fact BSP is most effective in reducing student 

disruptive and off-task behavior (Floress et al . ,  in press) . One study (Anderson et al . ,  

1 979) is frequently cited as  evidence that BSP i s  superior to  GP. In  their study, Anderson 

et al . examined teachers ' implementation of praise in small first grade reading groups. 

The teachers in the study were provided with over 20 guidelines on principles of effective 

classroom management, one of which was related to praise. Teachers were instructed to 

use praise in moderation so that it was not meaningless and to use specific praise. The 

authors reported that specific praise statements were positively related to academic 

achievement and therefore concluded that for praise to be effective, it needed to be 

specific (Anderson et al . ,  1 979) . There are several limitations with this study. First, this 

study was a correlational study and therefore, concluding that using specific praise is 
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more effective than using GP cannot be determined. In addition, teachers were 

encouraged to implement more than 20 guidelines for effective instruction (only one of 

which was praise). It is possible that increases in student achievement may have been 

related to any number or combination of the 20 recommended guidelines for effective 

instruction. Therefore, it is impossible to know how praise specifically influenced student 

achievement. While these findings are important, additional research examining the 

relation between BSP and student academic and behavioral outcomes are needed. 

More recently, Floress, Jenkins, Reinke, and Baj i  (under review) found a relation 

between teachers ' natural use of BSP and student off-task behaviors . The authors of this 

study told teachers they were observing "behavioral classroom management skills" and 

then conducted direct behavioral observations in 28 different general education, 

elementary (K-5th grade) classrooms. Both BSP and GP and student class-wide off-task 

and disruptive behavior were measured. Across all grade levels, teachers ' natural use of 

praise was low and GP was used more frequently than BSP. Furthermore, there was a 

significant relation between teachers ' natural use of BSP and class-wide off-task 

behavior. In other words, in classrooms where teachers used more BSP, class-wide off

task behavior was lower. A significant relation was not found between GP and class-wide 

off-task or disruptive behavior. These findings suggest that teachers who naturally use 

more BSP statements (have not received praise training) may have fewer students who 

are off-task and that higher natural rates of BSP may serve as a preventative classroom 

management strategy. Additional studies are needed to replicate these findings and 

further examine teachers ' natural use of BSP and its influence on behavior class-wide. 
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Although further research is needed to determine whether BSP i s  superior to GP 

or if teachers who naturally use higher rates of BSP have more class-wide appropriate 

student behavior, many studies have found that after training teachers to use BSP student 

behavior improves.  Armstrong, McNeil, and van Houten ( 1 988) examined the effects of a 

teacher training program (Principal's In-service Training Package) on teacher praise rates 

and on student behavior within the school system. After training, Armstrong and 

colleagues found a steady decline in the rate of disruptive student behavior related to 

increased teacher specific praise statements as demonstrated by a corresponding drop in 

student disruptive behavior and an increase in classwork and homework completion. 

Disruptive behavior was measured by direct observation data gathered on two students 

referred by teachers as being the most disruptive in the classroom. Similarly, Dufrene, 

Lestremau, and Zoder-Martell (20 1 4) examined the effects of using direct behavioral 

consultation to increase teacher praise and decrease student disruptive behavior. Teachers 

in this study were trained to use BSP statements to manage classroom behavior and found 

that after teachers were trained, disruptive classroom behavior decreased. Lastly, 

Stormont, Smith, and Lewis (2007) also found that after teachers were trained to identify 

and specifically praise preschool students who were following expectations, student 

behavior problems declined. In all of these studies, after teachers were trained to increase 

their use of specific praise, student behavior problems decreased. Although these studies 

did not directly compare the effectiveness of BSP to other praise characteristics (e .g . ,  

GP), these studies demonstrate that BSP has a positive effect on students' behavior class

wide or school-wide. For this reason, BSP is often a component of school-wide behavior 

prevention programs because BSP promotes students' adaptive and appropriate behavior. 
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SWPBIS 

School-wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (SWPBIS) are being 

used in school systems to prevent student behavior problems and promote a positive 

school climate . It is a well-researched, systems change framework (Bradshaw et al . ,  

2008;  Nelson, Martella, & Marchand-Martella, 2002 ; Pas & Bradshaw, 20 1 2) .  SWPBIS 

focuses on team-based leadership, data-based decision making, and positive supports for 

all students . These positive supports include the use of praise; however, there is not a 

specific guideline set for how much praise needs to be used in order to be effective . 

Determining an effective praise rate that leads to decreases in disruptive student 

behavior class-wide is important information that could be easily incorporated into the 

SWPBIS framework (Floress & Jenkins, 20 1 5) .  For example, if teachers who naturally 

praise at a specific rate (e .g . ,  3 -5  BSP statements per 1 0  minutes) have fewer class-wide 

behavior problems, then the use of that specific praise rate could be used as a Tier 1 

SWPBIS standard. Members of the school SWPBIS team might observe classroom 

teachers to determine whether they are meeting this praise standard and give feedback. If 

teachers are aware of the standard, they too could learn to self-monitor their own use of 

praise to determine whether they are using the specified praise rate. Both of these 

examples might be ways to universally screen teachers' natural use of BSP and whether 

or not they are meeting the standard. Setting a Tier 1 praise standard and ensuring that 

teachers are meeting this standard prior to moving on to a more intensive Tier 2 

intervention, might prevent student behavior problems from occurring and be a better use 

of time and resources. Unfortunately, few studies have examined teachers' natural use of 
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praise in the general education classroom and even fewer have examined the relation 

between teachers' natural rates of praise and class-wide behavior. 

Praise Rates 

1 8  

White ( 1 975) was one of the first studies that examined teachers' natural rates of 

praise . White used the term "approval," in her study and defined approval as verbal 

teacher praise or encouragement (White, 1 975) .  White found that, in early elementary 

grades, teachers praised students at higher rates compared to later grades .  Among first 

and second grade classrooms teachers' average total praise was 43 . 7  approvals per hour 

(Jenkins et al . ,  20 1 5 ; White, 1 975) .  For late elementary, grades 3 -5 ,  classrooms teachers' 

average total praise was 20 .8  praises per hour (Jenkins et al . ,  20 1 5 ; White, 1 975) .  

Furthermore, in middle and high school, the rates declined to 1 7 . 1  and 8 .4  praises per 

hour respectively (Jenkins et al . ,  20 1 5 ; White, 1 975) .  This study is important because it 

was the first to measure natural rates of praise across elementary, middle-school, and 

high-school classrooms, in addition to finding that teachers praised less as they taught 

older students . 

Recent examination of general education teachers' natural use of praise has 

reported similar findings to the White study. Floress and Jenkins (20 1 5) sought to 

determine the natural rates of GP and BSP among general education kindergarten 

teachers. They found that the total praise rates (GP and BSP) in general education 

kindergarten classrooms, almost forty years later, were similar to the rates reported by 

White among first and second grade classrooms (47 .3 ,  43 . 7  praises per hour, 

respectively). Floress et al . (in press) also sought to determine the natural rates of GP and 

BSP used among general education (K-5th) teachers . Results demonstrated that overall 
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teachers' GP across grade levels were similar, ranging from 2 1 .0 to 34 .9 across the six 

grade levels. However, teachers' BSP depicted a downward trend similar to what White 

( 1 979) reported. Kindergarten teachers' BSP, on average, was 1 0 .25 per hour, whereas 

fifth grade teachers' B SP, on average, was 1 . 1  per hour. Although kindergarten teachers' 

natural BSP rate was higher than fifth grade teachers' , the average natural rate of 

kindergarten teachers' BSP was below the recommended intervention rate (i .e . ,  1 8-30 

praises per hour; Floress & Jenkins, 20 1 5) .  It is unclear whether the recommended rate is 

necessary to use praise effectively as a universal strategy to prevent student behavior 

problems class-wide or whether a less frequent rate would be just as effective . 

In addition to examining teachers' natural rates of praise and the relation between 

praise and student behavior, another possible praise characteristic that might inform 

effective praise use is teachers' diverse use of praise and the average number of diverse 

praise categories a teacher uses. Examining general education teachers' natural use of 

diverse praise is the logical first place to start investigating diverse praise. It is possible 

that teachers who use multiple diverse praise categories on average may also have better 

class-wide student behavior. If so, finding an optimal number of diverse praise categories 

may also provide a universal screening criterion for teachers' use of praise as a universal 

strategy. Unfortunately, no one has measured or studied teachers' use of diverse praise 

(Floress et al . ,  in press). 

Explanation for Studying Diverse Praise 

There has been extensive research on how discriminative stimuli, relevant stimuli, 

the quality of a reinforcer and habituation influence learning. These concepts may help 

explain how both BSP and diverse praise may influence appropriate student behavior. 
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Discriminative stimuli. Organisms learn by discriminating between different 

stimuli .  For example, humans discriminate between the colors on stoplights and 

recognize that each light results in a different consequence (i . e . ,  traffic moves, slows, or 

stops). The ability to discriminate between stimuli is important because it relates to 

predicting consequences. As individuals learn which stimuli are linked to reinforcement, 

they begin to repeatedly and/or frequently perform that behavior (Skinner, 1 950) .  B .F .  

Skinner demonstrated this in  laboratory settings using an operant chamber and small 

animals such as rats or pigeons . The operant chamber was equipped with a response 

lever, two lights, and a food dispenser. When a rat was placed in the chamber with 

repeated trials it learned that a signal (lit key) predicted the availability of food. 

Therefore, in the presence of a lit key the rat was likely to push a lever that led to food 

delivery (reinforcement) and when the key was not lit the rat was unlikely to push the 

lever. When the rat pushed the lever only in the presence of the lit key, this demonstrated 

that the rat was able to discriminate when reinforcement was available and when it was 

not. Thus, the lit key became a discriminative stimulus for food availability and increased 

the probability that the rat would push the lever in the future when the key was lit 

(Skinner, 1 950) .  Learning is likely to occur more quickly when stimuli are easily 

discriminable (e .g . ,  having a well-lit key versus a dimly lit key; Skinner, 1 950) .  

A teacher who uses BSP may become a discriminative stimulus more easily than 

a teacher who uses GP because BSP is a more salient or obvious stimulus in the 

environment. In other words, children can easily predict that a certain teacher (signal) is 

likely to deliver praise (reinforcement) after the child displays an appropriate behavior; 

therefore, that child is more likely to demonstrate appropriate behavior in the future, 
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when in the presence o f  that teacher. Furthermore, when a teacher states specifically what 

the child did that led to praise, the specific praise itself provides a clear signal for under 

what conditions (e .g . ,  pushing in a chair) praise is delivered. 

It is possible that a teacher who uses diverse praise may also become a 

discriminative stimulus more easily than a teacher who uses the same praise statement 

(e .g . ,  good or good j ob getting to work) repeatedly regardless of whether the praise is 

general or specific. When teachers use a variety of praise (e .g . ,  Awesome ! or great effort 

or nice job tying your shoes) the variety may allow children to more easily predict that 

that teacher is likely to deliver praise. Similarly, when a teacher uses diverse praise, it 

may provide clear examples (signals) for what kinds of behavior (e.g . ,  effort, kindness, 

sitting still) will be praised. 

Relevant stimuli. Individuals also learn to attend to relevant stimuli and to ignore 

stimuli that have little meaning or importance (Shriver & Allen, 2008) .  For example, 

there are multiple stimuli that an individual experiences at any time such as the firmness 

of the seat beneath you or the cool draft that is blowing across the back of your neck. 

Sometimes these stimuli result in a change in one's behavior such as moving to a 

different seat or putting on a scarf. Other times, these stimuli are ignored because they are 

not important or the consequence (putting on a scarf) does not serve as a reinforcer 

(you're hot, it's 90 degrees outside ! ) .  Meaningless or unimportant stimuli are not 

reinforcing because they are not paired with a desired consequence (Mackintosh, 1 975) .  

Relevant stimuli may support the idea that GP may be less effective than BSP 

praise. For instance, GP may hold less value because it  is more frequently used or even 

overused. When teachers use the same GP statement (e .g . ,  good) or even BSP statement 
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(e .g . ,  thank you for raising your hand), students may habituate to the praise statement 

because it no longer signals approval that is relevant to the student. On the other hand, 

BSP (overall) may be more effective than GP because BSP is used less frequently and 

therefore may hold more meaning for students. Similarly, a teacher who uses general 

diverse praise (GDP), such as a single adjective (e .g . ,  Awesome !) ,  or praise focused on 

effort or work (e .g . ,  great j ob) and behavior-specific diverse praise (BSDP; e .g . ,  nice 

sitting, nice standing in line, nice using the bathroom quickly etc .) may ensure that praise 

continues to be meaningful and important to students. 

Quality of the reinforcer and habituation. The quality of a reinforcer also 

determines whether something will be reinforcing for an individual and therefore has 

direct implications for learning (Shirver & Allen, 2008).  Having a variety of rewards is 

likely to be reinforcing to an individual compared to rewards that are repeatedly 

presented (Miltenberger, 200 1 ) . For example, randomly offering an edible (e.g . ,  Kit Kat) , 

playing a board game, or having access to t.v. delivered contingently on whether or not a 

child brings home their homework is likely to more effectively maintain bringing 

homework home compared to offering a Kit Kat every day (Madaus et al . ,  20 1 3) .  

Offering only one reward, such as an edible, may eventually lose its value as  a reinforcer 

due to the frequency in which it is provided. In other words, the child is likely to 

habituate to the edible reward. Habituation is the decrease in the strength of a behavior 

following repetition of a stimulus (Powell, Honey, & Symbaluk, 20 1 3 ;  Thompson & 

Spencer, 1 966). As stimuli repeat themselves, or become a natural part of the 

environment, individuals grow accustomed to the stimuli .  



GENERAL EDUCATION TEACHERS ' USE OF DIVERSE PRAISE 23 

Considering this, students may habituate to teachers who use the same praise 

statements (e .g . ,  Good) repeatedly. Praise statements that students become accustomed to 

may not hold the same quality or reinforcing potential as praise used diversely (Shriver & 

Allen, 2008) .  Diverse praise may effectively increase students ' appropriate behavior 

because children are less likely to habituate . Children may prefer to be praised in a 

variety of ways for a variety of appropriate behavior. Therefore, the use of diverse praise 

is likely to provide a higher quality of reinforcement due to the uniqueness or novelty . 

Diverse praise may also prevent children in the classroom from becoming habituated to 

praise as a reinforcer. 

Overall, children learn in many ways but strategic use of teacher praise likely 

facilitates children' s  understanding of appropriate behavior. A teacher who uses diverse 

praise may serve as a discriminative stimulus that signals the student that reinforcement 

is available if appropriate behaviors are displayed. Similarly, the quality of the praise 

(more diverse praise) itself may make the teacher a more relevant signal for 

reinforcement. Lastly, diverse praise may provide novelty and students may be less likely 

to habituate to teachers who use more diverse praise compared to teachers who use less 

diverse praise. Each of these learning components help to explain why diverse praise is 

important to study and how it may be an effective characteristic that when used 

strategically increases student appropriate behavior. 

Current Study 

Praise is a free, non-intrusive strategy that can easily be incorporated into 

teachers ' daily classroom routine . Although behavior specific praise is one of the most 

studied type of praise (Floress et al . ,  under review), there may be other characteristics 
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that are important to study, such as teachers' diverse use of praise. Teachers' diverse use 

of praise has not been studied and has the potential to positively influence students' 

behavior, because students may more readily identify teachers who use more diverse 

praise as discriminative stimuli for reinforcement (praise) . In addition, diverse praise may 

be more relevant to students thereby decreasing the likelihood that students will habituate 

to praise. For these reasons, it may be easier for children to learn which appropriate 

behavior to repeat in the presence of teachers who use more diverse praise. If diverse 

praise can be objectively measured, future studies could investigate the optimal number 

of diverse praise categories teachers should use to guide best practice ;  however, prior to 

studying the relation between diverse praise and student outcomes, it was important to 

determine whether teachers' use of diverse praise could be objectively measured, as well 

as the average number of diverse praise categories teachers used by answering the 

following research questions: 

1 )  What was the average number of diverse praise categories used at each grade 

level (kindergarten - fifth grade)? Since diverse praise had never been studied there were 

no specific predictions for this question. 

2) Did teachers use more BSDP categories or GDP categories on average per 

observation? It was hypothesized that teachers would use more GDP categories than 

BSDP categories. Based on previous research (Reinke, Lewis-Palmer, & Martin, 2007; 

Reinke et al . ,  20 1 3 ;  Floress & Jenkins, 20 1 5), teachers use more GP than BSP; therefore, 

it was hypothesized that this trend would also be observed when examining diverse praise 

categories. 
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3) Were there differences between early elementary (K-2nd) and late elementary 

(3 rd_5th) teachers' use of diverse praise categories? Previous studies have not found 

statistically significant differences in teachers' use of praise across grade levels ;  however, 

downward trends in praise have been noted as teachers praise older students less (Floress 

& Jenkins, 20 1 5 ; White, 1 975) .  Therefore, it was predicted that early elementary teachers 

(K-2nd) would use more diverse praise categories than late elementary teachers (3 rd_5th) .  

Method 

Participants & Setting 

The participants in this study included 28 elementary, general education teachers 

(K-51h) from six elementary schools (five public, one private) located in Central Illinois. 

The demographic information for these schools is presented in Table 1 .  The current study 

re-analyzed data from an original study that examined teachers' natural rates of general 

and specific praise (Floress et al . ,  under review) . Teacher demographic information is 

provided in Table 2 .  All of the teacher participants were Caucasian. Twenty-seven of the 

teachers were female and one was male. Half of the teachers had four-year degrees and 

half held master's degrees. Nearly half (39%) of the teachers reported to have five or 

fewer years of teaching experience . 

Diverse Praise Categories 

The primary investigator helped collect data for the original study, Floress et al . ,  

under review. In  this role, the primary investigator observed teachers use the same key 

phrases (e .g . ,  good or good job) repeatedly to show their approval . In some cases, a 

teacher on average used a high number of general praises with very little variety, which 

led the primary investigator to question whether diverse praise might be a meaningful 
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praise metric (e .g . ,  is there a difference between a teacher who uses 20 "good jobs" in an 

hour versus a teacher who uses 5 "good jobs," 5 "excellent," 5 thumbs up, and 5 hi

fives?) However, prior to determining how diverse praise influences student behavior, the 

primary investigator needed to determine whether diverse praise could be measured. The 

primary investigator and thesis chair completed a preliminary review of teacher praise to 

determine whether diverse praise categories could be created and coded reliably . Diverse 

praise categories were developed by examining data from three randomly selected 

classrooms from the original 28 classroom data set. Preliminary review suggested that 

diverse praise could be coded by type, that is GDP and BSDP. GDP was broken down 

into eight categories: 1 )  praise work 2) praise adjective 3 )  praise effort 4) praise 

compliance/ appreciation 5) praise gesture 6) praise tangible 7) praise physical and 8) 

praise miscellaneous . The following section provides the definitions created to code 

BSDP and the eight definitions used to categorize GDP with specific examples for each. 

BSDP Defined 

To measure BSDP, BSP (which were recorded verbatim) from the original study 

were re-analyzed to make sure that the original data were coded correctly . To do this, the 

primary investigator went through the original data and ensured that praise identified as 

BSP was consistent with the original definition: "any specific verbalization or gesture 

that expresses a favorable judgment on an activity, product, or attribute of the 

students(s)," for example, "Terrific job presenting your project", or "That is a cool 

picture ! "  Gestures paired with a description of a student' s  behavior were also defined as 

BSP such as a teacher stating "You are standing in line so well" and then giving that 

child a thumbs up (Floress et al . ,  under review) . If BSP from the original study was 
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miscoded, it was re-coded correctly . Once all the BSP data from the original study were 

checked to make sure they were in fact BSP, the verbatim BSP data were coded using the 

BSDP categories and the number of different BSDP categories were counted. For 

example, if the teacher had a total of three BSP statements including: 1 )  "I like how Joe is 

sitting" 2) "Jack, you are doing a great job sitting" and 3)  "I like how quietly you are 

working" the first two statements were counted as one diverse praise category because 

both target the behavior "sitting." The third BSP praise statement was counted as a 

second BSDP category because it targeted a different behavior "working." Therefore, this 

teacher would have a total of two BSDP categories for this observation. For each teacher 

observation, the total BSDP categories used were totaled and an average was obtained 

across the number of observations completed with that teacher. 

GDP Defined 

To measure GDP, GP (which were recorded verbatim) from the original study 

were re-analyzed to make sure that the original data were correctly coded. Similar to 

what was described above, the primary investigator went through the original data and 

ensured that praise identified as GP was consistent with the original definition: "any 

nonspecific verbalization or gesture that expresses a favorable judgment on an activity, 

product, or attribute of the student." Examples included "Good", "Wonderful", or a 

thumbs up without a description of the appropriate behavior. If GP from the original 

study was miscoded, it was re-coded correctly . Once all the GP data from the original 

study were checked to make sure they were in fact GP, the verbatim GP data were coded 

using the GDP categories (described below) and the number of different GDP categories 

were counted. If more than one GP data were coded for the same category (e.g . ,  praise 
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work), that category was only counted once for that observation. For each teacher 

observation, the total GDP categories used were totaled and an average was obtained 

across the number of observations completed with that teacher. GDP operational 

definitions are described below (see Appendix A): 

28 

Praise work. The "job" category refers to a task a child is doing or has completed 

and emphasizes the child's work (e .g . ,  good job) while expressing approval. 

Praise adjective. The adjective category refers to either a single adjective or an 

adjective with enhancement being used to express approval (e .g . ,  great, super, nice) . 

Praise effort. The praise effort category is characterized by the use of the word 

"try" or a similar term which emphasizes that the child is putting forth effort (e.g . ,  nice 

try, great start) . 

Praise compliance/ appreciation. The praise compliance or appreciation 

category uses the term "thank you" to communicate approval for compliance or 

appreciation for something that a student did (e .g . ,  thank you) . 

Praise gesture. The praise gesture category is characterized by verbal gestures 

(e .g . ,  give yourself a thumbs up) or nonverbal gestures (e .g . ,  giving a thumbs up) .  

Praise tangible. The praise tangible category is characterized by either a verbal 

gesture (e .g . ,  telling a student to move their card) or nonverbal tangible (e .g . ,  teacher 

giving a child a sticker) . 

Praise physical. The praise physical category is characterized either verbally 

(e .g . ,  give yourself a pat on the back) or nonverbally (e .g . ,  the teacher giving a hi-five) . 

Praise miscellaneous. The praise miscellaneous category is utilized when there is 

a praise statement so unique that it cannot be categorized into any of the other categories. 
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After categories were created, the primary investigator and thesis chair coded five 

of the 28 teachers' praise data using the diverse praise categories. The average number of 

total diverse praise (TDP) used per observation was 4 .4 (range 1 .4-6 .3 ) .  TDP was a sum 

of GDP and BSDP. The average number of GDP categories used per observation was 2 .2 ,  

while the average number of BSDP categories used per observation was 2 .2 .  The average 

number of total diverse praise categories (GDP and BSDP combined) used per hour for 

the first five teachers was .08 (range 0 .4 1 - 1 .92) . The average number of GDP and BSDP 

categories used per hour was 0 .04, respectively . 

A graduate student was trained to code for diverse praise. Her diverse praise 

codes and the primary investigator's codes were compared to calculate interrater 

reliability across the five teachers . Inter-rater reliability was calculated using percent 

agreement (Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2007) . Agreement for total GDP categories was 

98 .4% and 98 .3% for total BDSP categories. TDP (GDP and BSDP combined) was 

98 .4%. This suggests that diverse praise could be quantified using the categories created. 

Rater Training 

Two raters (the primary investigator and a graduate student) were trained to code 

BSDP and GDP so that 1 00% of the data could be calculated for inter-rater agreement. 

Prior to coding, each rater went over the BSDP and GDP category definitions and 

examples. Discussion took place to clarify any questions regarding the definitions and 

examples and non-examples were reviewed. Then, each rater coded three, 1 0- 1 5  min 

teacher verbatim observations . These training observations were used for training only 

and were not a part of the 28-teacher sample. Once agreement was 80% or greater (using 
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percent agreement) on the three observations, raters were considered trained. 

Procedures 

30  

Prior to coding the data for  the current study, the primary investigator went 

through the original data and extracted both GP and BSP verbatim data. As each type of 

praise was extracted, it was checked for accuracy (as described above) .  Then, GP and 

BSP verbatim data were entered into an excel spreadsheet and organized by observation 

and teacher. The excel sheet was duplicated and each rater individually applied the GDP 

and BSDP codes to the verbatim data. For example, if the general praise statement was 

"great j ob" that was coded as the "Praise Work" category and code 1 was given (see 

Appendix A). After applying the codes, the raters added up how many different GDP 

categories were identified (e .g .  1 + 2 + 2 + 4 = 3 categories) and how many different 

BSDP categories were used by each teacher (e .g .  1 sitting + 3 walking = 2 categories). 

Coding in this way allowed for inter-rater agreement to be calculated. If there were 

disagreements, the primary investigator met with the second rater to discuss discrepancies 

to increase future coding accuracy. 

Inter-rater reliability was calculated by comparing the total number of diverse 

praise categories identified per observation between the primary investigator and 

graduate student. Agreement was calculated by dividing the smaller number of TDP 

categories by the larger number of TDP categories to obtain a percentage of discrepancy 

between raters (Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2007). Inter-rater agreement was calculated 

for 1 00% of the verbatim observation data coded for this study. Inter-rater reliability for 

TDP was 98%, suggesting a high amount of agreement between both raters . 
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Data Analyses 

For analyzing the data, different procedures were used. To answer the first 

research question, "What is the average number of diverse praise categories used at each 

grade level (kindergarten-fifth grade)," the average number of total diverse praise 

categories coded, per observation was calculated for each of the 28 classrooms. If a 

teacher used 29 diverse praises across all their observations (e .g . ,  1 0  observations), then 

their TDP would be 2 .9 .  Then an average was obtained for each grade level (i .e . ,  

kindergarten-fifth grade) . Finally, because each classroom did not have exactly 200 min 

of direct observations (total observation min ranged from 1 50-228) the average number 

of diverse praise categories coded per observation per hour were calculated for each 

teacher and for each grade level. 

To answer the second research question, "Do teachers use more BSDP categories 

or GDP categories on average per observation," the average number of BSDP categories 

coded per observation per hour and the average number of GDP categories coded per 

observation per hour were used. To determine if there were significant differences in the 

average number of BSDP and GDP categories per observation, a t  test was conducted. A t  

test compared the average number of BSDP categories per observation per hour and the 

average number of GDP categories per observation per hour to determine if there were 

statistically significant differences.  

Lastly, for the third research question, "Are there differences between early 

elementary (kindergarten - second grade) and late elementary (third - fifth grade) 

teachers' use of diverse praise categories," the average number of TDP categories coded, 

per observation, per hour for early elementary and the average number of TDP categories 
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coded, per observation, per hour for late elementary were used. Averages from teachers 

in kindergarten, first, and second grade were combined to make up early elementary and 

averages from teachers in third, fourth, and fifth grade were combined to make up late 

elementary. To determine if there were significant differences between early and late 

elementary, a t test was conducted. A t test compared the average number of TDP 

categories coded, per observation, per hour for early elementary and the average number 

of TDP categories coded, per observation, per hour for late elementary to determine if 

there was a statistically significant difference .  

Results 

Observations 

The data used in this study were re-analyzed from an original sample that 

examined teachers' natural rates of GP and BSP (Floress et al . ,  under review). A total of 

572 1 direct-observation min (i .e . ,  approximately 95 hrs) were collected across 28 

classrooms, with approximately 200 observation min collected in each classroom. A 

significant difference between the number of observation minutes across grade levels was 

not found. The average number of observed minutes for each grade included 203 . 5  

(kindergarten), 207.3 (first) , 203 .4 (second), 200 .9  (third), 2 1 0 .7  (fourth), and 1 9 1 .0 

(fifth) . There were 3 1 4 total observations across the 28 classrooms and the average 

observation length was 1 8 .2 min (range 2-58 min) . Observation lengths varied because 

observers accommodated teachers' natural teaching styles (e .g . ,  lecturing for 1 5  min, then 

having students work individually for 1 5  min, then returning to teacher-led instruction) 

and only collected data when teachers led class-wide instruction) . Therefore, a set length 
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for observations was not established for the original study, which was done to minimize 

teachers' reactivity (Floress et al . ,  under review) . 

Diverse Praise 

Descriptive statistics were calculated to report the average number of TDP, GDP, 

and BSDP categories coded per observation and the average number of TDP, GDP, and 

BSDP categories coded per observation, per hour. Results were examined by grade level 

first and then early and late elementary. 

The TDP, GDP, and BSDP categories coded, per observation, by grade level are 

presented in Table 3 .  Across all 28  classrooms, the average number of TDP categories 

coded per observation were 3 . 7  (range 1 . 8-5 .3 ) .  Although the average number of GDP 

and BSDP categories coded per observation (2 .2 and 1 . 5 ,  respectively) were similar (i .e . ,  

teachers tended to use approximately 2 GDP and BSDP categories per observation) ; there 

were notable differences in variability . On average, the number of GDP categories coded 

per observation ranged from 1 .6-2 .6 ;  whereas the average number of BSDP categories 

coded per observation ranged from 0.2-2 . 8  

There are also notable differences between diverse use of  praise when examining 

grade level (see Table 3) .  The fifth-grade classrooms had the lowest average TDP ( 1 . 8 ,  

range 1 . 3 -2 .2), followed by fourth grade which had similar averages (2 .0 ,  range 1 .9-2 .2) .  

Kindergarten had the highest average TDP (5 . 3 ,  range 5 .2-5 .4) .  This downward trend is 

apparent for both TDP and BSDP with the average number of categories coded per 

observation greatest in kindergarten (5 .3  and 2 .7, respectively) and fewest in fifth grade 

( 1 . 8  and 0 .2 ,  respectively) .  Although there also appears to be a downward trend in GDP, 
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it is not as pronounced. The trend with GDP holds steady in kindergarten through third 

grade and then drops off in fourth and fifth-grade. 

GDP Versus BSDP 

34 

To answer research question two, "Do teachers use more BSDP or GDP 

categories on average per observation," a t- test for independent means was conducted 

using the average number of GDP and BSDP categories coded per observation per hour 

(see Table 4). Results indicated the average number of GDP categories coded per 

observation per hour (M = 0 .64, SD = 0 .04) was significantly statistically different, t (28) 

= 1 .68 ,  p < 0.05 (one tailed) from the average number of BSDP categories observed per 

observation per hour (M = 0.44, SD = 0 . 1 4) .  This was a large effect size (Cohen' s d =  

1 . 7 1 ) . A one-tail, unequal variance t-test was used as directionality was expected. The 

results of a one-tail, unequal variance t-test found a probability of p = 0 .02,  

demonstrating that there was a significant difference in the average number of diverse 

praise categories coded per observation per hour. Furthermore, the one-tail t-test 

demonstrated directionality and supported the hypothesis that on average teachers in this 

study used more GDP categories per observation per hour. 

TDP in Early Versus Late Elementary Classrooms 

To answer research question 3 ,  "Were there differences between early elementary 

and late elementary teachers ' use of diverse praise categories," a one-way, unequal 

variance t-test was conducted using the average number of TDP categories coded per 

observation per hour for early and late elementary. A t-test was conducted using the 

average number of TDP categories coded per observation per hour for the two groups. At 

an alpha level of .05 ,  results indicated that there was not a significant difference between 
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rates of  early teachers ' use of  TDP (M = 1 .27, SD = 0 . 1 1 ) and late teachers ' use of  TDP 

(M = 1 .06, SD = 0 .45) ,  t (28) = 1 .  72, p > .05  (one-tailed) . TDP This finding does not 

support the hypothesis that early elementary teachers utilize more diverse praise 

categories per observation per hour than late elementary teachers ; however, it is 

important to note the effect size for this difference was 0.6, which indicates a medium 

effect. Possibly with a larger sample, a statistically significant difference would be 

achieved. 

Differences in Teachers' Use of GDP Categories 

Although not an original research question, the different types of GDP categories 

were further analyzed to determine if certain GDP categories were coded more than 

others . This was first calculated for each teacher by examining each observation and 

noting which of the eight categories were coded. For example, if a teacher had 1 0  

observations, each observation would be examined to determine how many times 

category 1 was coded. If three of the observations were coded for category 1 ,  then it was 

determined that category 1 was coded for 30% of that teachers ' observations . This was 

repeated for each of the eight GDP categories. Then GDP categories were calculated 

across grade levels. For example, all kindergarten teachers ' observations were examined 

to determine how many observations coded category 1 .  Then, this number was divided by 

the total number of observations for all kindergarten teachers. Finally, similar steps were 

taken to examine the number of times each category was coded for each observation 

across all teachers. 

When all teacher observations were examined together, some GDP categories 

were coded (per observation) more frequently than others (see Figure 1 ) . The three most 



GENERAL EDUCATION TEACHERS ' USE OF DIVERSE PRAISE 36  

commonly used GDP categories were the adjective (i .e . ,  good, etc . )  (34%), 

compliance/appreciation (i .e . ,  thank you, etc .) (29%), and work (i .e . ,  good job, etc .) 

(25%) categories. The remaining categories included the effort (i .e . ,  nice try, etc .) (3%), 

tangible (i .e . ,  candy, etc .) (3%), gesture (i .e . ,  thumbs up, etc . )  (2%), physical (i .e . ,  hi-five, 

etc .) (2%), and miscellaneous (i .e . ,  You' re on fire, etc .) (2%) categories which were used 

infrequently by all teachers. Apart from the effort category, the three categories coded 

most frequently (per observation) all included praise that was delivered verbally . 

The percentage of GDP categories coded per observation are reported by grade 

level in Table 5 .  Kindergarten teachers used the job category (27%) most frequently; 

whereas first grade teachers used the compliance/appreciation category (32%) most 

frequently . Second grade used both the compliance/appreciation and adjective categories 

the most (30%) . All other grades used the adjective category 34% (third), 45% (fourth), 

and 5 1 %  (fifth) most often. Kindergarten teachers used the tangible category ( 1 4%) the 

most, but this percentage was small in comparison to other categories. Fourth grade 

teachers used the miscellaneous category ( 6%) more than any other grade. Fifth grade 

teachers only used four GDP categories and were never coded to use gesture, tangible, 

physical, or miscellaneous categories. 

Discussion 

The current study re-analyzed data from a previous study (Floress et al . ,  under 

review) that examined 28  teachers natural use of praise by collecting 5 72 1  min of direct

observation data. This study examined the verbatim praise responses from that study to 

determine if diverse praise could be systematically measured. Findings demonstrated that 

diverse praise can be measured. Across 28 classrooms, the average number of TDP 
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categories coded per observation was 3 .7 .  This means that, on  average, elementary 

teachers used approximately four different praise categories. A downward trend in the 

number of TDP categories coded was noted where kindergarten teachers used the most 

(approximately five different praise categories) and fifth grade teachers used the least 

(approximately two different praise categories) . Across all grades, teachers used more 

GDP compared to BSDP and this difference was statistically significant. No statistically 

significant difference was found between early and late elementary teachers' use of 

diverse praise; however, there was a medium effect size, suggesting that with a larger 

sample the difference may be statistically significant. Lastly, the three GDP categories 

coded most frequently (per observation) across all elementary teachers were the 

adjective, compliance/appreciation, and work categories. Each of these praise categories 

delivered praise verbally . Results from this study along with additional future research 

may help inform teacher praise intervention and possibly set a recommended standard for 

how teachers use diverse praise in the classroom. 

Measuring Diverse Praise 

First, this study provides a coding system for measuring teachers ' diverse praise. 

Teachers ' diverse use of praise has never been measured and doing so provides another 

avenue for praise to be studied. If future studies determine that teachers who use more 

diverse praise have more positive student and teacher outcomes (e .g . ,  improved student 

behavior, decreased teacher stress), it could be introduced as another component of praise 

training to maximize the use of this teacher behavior management strategy. 

This study also provides an average number of diverse praise categories coded per 

observation for elementary teachers, and found that the average number of TDP 
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categories ranged from 1 . 8-5 . 3 ,  GDP categories ranged from 1 .6-2 .6 ,  and BSDP ranged 

from 0.2-2 .7 .  Because this is the first study to examine teachers ' use of diverse praise, it 

is impossible to make direct comparisons to similar research; however, it appears that 

teachers are more variable in their use of BSDP compared to GDP. One reason for this 

may be that there is a fixed number of possible GDP categories (i .e . ,  8 categories), where 

there are an infinite number of BSDP categories. Additionally, it is possible that teachers 

who are more skilled in using BSP are also better at finding a variety of appropriate 

behaviors to praise and therefore express their approval in different ways (i .e . ,  use more 

diverse praise categories) . 

A downward trend in diverse praise use was noted in this study. Teachers of early 

elementary grades had higher TDP (5 .3  kindergarten, 4 .3  first grade) than teachers who 

taught later elementary grades (2 .0  fourth grade, 1 . 8 fifth grade) .  Previous research 

(Floress & Jenkins, 20 1 5 ;  White, 1 975) has reported a downward trend in praise rates as 

grade level increases, which was observed with diverse praise in this study (except for 

third grade (4 . 8) ,  which had the second highest average number of TDP categories per 

observation) . Again, it is possible that teachers who use more BSP are also more likely to 

use diverse praise . In the original sample, third grade had the third highest rate of BSP 

(7. 1 per hr, preceded by first grade with 7 .2 per hr, and kindergarten with 1 0 .3  per hr). 

Additionally, White ( 1 975) hypothesized that higher rates of praise are observed in 

younger grades because praising students in younger grades is more reinforcing for 

teachers, in that teachers can readily see the effects of their approval on student learning. 

White noted a decrease in students ' enthusiasm for school coinciding with teacher praise 

declines .  She argued that learning occurs at a slower rate among older students and is 
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thought to depend on students ' taking responsibility for their own achievements and/or 

due to prior knowledge obtained from earlier grades.  Because of this, teachers who teach 

older students may find praising students' instructional behaviors less reinforcing because 

they cannot observe student outcomes as readily and cannot attribute these achievements 

to their immediate effectiveness as a teacher. This idea may also be applicable to the 

downward trend in teachers ' diverse use of praise. 

GDP versus BSDP 

The current study also found that teachers utilize more GDP categories than 

BSDP categories, on average, and this difference was statistically significant. This was 

not surprising, considering previous research (Floress, Berlinghof, Rader, & Riedesel, in 

press; Floress et al . ,  under review; Reinke et al . ,  20 1 3) has demonstrated that teachers use 

more GP compared to BSP. If BSP is naturally used less frequently in the classroom, then 

it stands to reason that there were fewer opportunities to code BSP verbatim data for 

diversity . 

Across kindergarten through fifth grade teachers, there appears to be a wider 

range in the average number of BSP (5 .9  per hr) and GP (29 .9  per hr; Floress et al . ,  under 

review) than the average number of BSDP categories (0.4 per observation per hr) and 

GDP categories (0 .6  per observation per hr; from the current study) .  One aim of studying 

praise diversity was to find a way to measure GP in a way that was more meaningful. For 

example, some teachers are observed to use high rates of GP, but the rate only includes 

one GP statement (e.g . ,  50  "good jobs" in an hour) . It is likely inappropriate to conclude 

that this teacher is using praise strategically and effectively . On the other hand, if a 

teacher is using 50  GPs per hour that breaks down into five different diverse praise 
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categories; this may provide more meaningful information about the teachers ' use of 

praise . In other words, measuring diverse praise may allow us to cut out meaningless 

praise (e .g . ,  high rates of GP) . This may also assist in achieving what Brophy warned in 

that many teachers use praise ineffectively because their use of praise is not tied to 

function. While, it does not make sense to assess function for teachers ' use of praise 

class-wide, providing better guidance on the effective use of praise in general may be 

helpful. For instance, it may be most effective to train teachers to use BSDP because 

teachers are making their praise salient to students in the classroom not only in 

specificity, but also in the different ways they praise. 

Early and Late Elementary Teachers' Use of Diverse Praise 

There was not a statically significant difference between the early elementary and 

late elementary teachers ' use of diverse praise; however, there was a medium effect size 

and it is possible that with a larger sample, there may be statistically significant 

differences. It is also possible that teachers (regardless of whether they teach early or 

later elementary), tend to use the same average number of diverse praise categories. Since 

this is the first study to examine teachers ' diverse use of praise, it is likely that no study 

(or very few studies) have trained teachers to vary the way in which they use praise. The 

idea of giving children different types of attention is not a new idea and is likely more 

prevalent within the parent training literature (Eisenstadt et al . ,  1 993 ; McDiarmid & 

Bagner, 2005) .  Therapists often encourage parents to provide their children with attention 

in different ways (e .g . ,  pats on the back; hi-fives; specific and general praise) . 

Teachers Use of GDP Categories 
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There were eight different categories in which diverse praise could fall .  Overall, 

teachers used the adjective and compliance/appreciation categories more frequently (per 

observation) . One reason for this is that these two categories may be the easiest GDP 

categories to utilize. For example, the adjective category includes a single adjective that 

indicates approval, like "good." Using a single word within the classroom may come 

easily and naturally (i .e . ,  without much strategic thought) when a child completes a 

desired behavior. Additionally, the praise compliance/appreciation category was used 

more often when teachers used the phrased "thank you." It is likely that teachers do not 

even realize how often they are using this phrase due to its use in social language as a 

pleasantry. 

Differences in GDP categories were observed based on grade. Kindergarten 

teachers used the job category the most and fourth and fifth grade teachers used the praise 

adjective category the most. Fourth grade teachers also used the miscellaneous category 

the most of all the grades. The miscellaneous category was defined as a category that was 

used if the praise did not fit into any of the existing categories. For example, "You' re on 

fire" and "You guys are rocking ! "  Future research might examine teachers that have use 

the miscellaneous category to see if their praise is notable because it so unique and 

therefore frequently does not fit into an existing category . 

Across all grades, teachers used the GDP categories that delivered praise verbally 

most often. There may be a few reasons for this .  First, verbal praise is free (i .e . ,  does not 

cost money) and does not need to be prepared in advance (e .g . ,  tickets) . Verbal praise is 

also fluid and can be delivered naturally and with little effort in the classroom setting. 

Additionally, other types of praise (e .g . ,  physical) may be less comfortable for teachers to 
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deliver. Some teachers are less comfortable giving students hugs and therefore may not 

consider other types of physical praise (e .g . ,  hi-fives, pats on the back, touching a child' s  

head) for this reason. Lastly, tangible praise may require advanced planning and may take 

a teacher more time and effort than verbal praise. Increasing teachers ' use of gestural 

praise may be an area of future study, since this type of praise can be delivered quickly 

with minimal effort. 

Limitations 

This study holds promise in providing researchers a new way to think about and 

measure praise; however, there were limitations . First, the data utilized for this study 

were collected live by observers who recorded verbatim responses from teachers as a 

secondary method of data collection. For the original study, observers were primarily 

interested in quantifying the number of GPs and BSPs used by teachers . Therefore, 

observers may have missed some verbatim data that would have influenced the results of 

the current study. Also, the original study calculated inter-observer agreement for the 

frequently of GP and BSP, but not verbatim data. Additionally, this study analyzed pre

existing verbatim data that at times would have made more sense with a visual example 

(e .g . ,  video and verbatim data) to ensure that the verbatim praise data were interpreted 

accurately. It is possible that some praises were incorrectly coded because of inaccurate 

interpretation. 

Additionally, diverse praise was studied by measuring the number of praise 

categories coded per observation. Although, approximately 200 direct observation 

minutes were collected in each classroom, observation lengths varied. This poses a 

problem because the number of praise categories were coded per observation. It is 
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possible that the variability in the length of the observations influenced the number of 

praise categories observed within each observation. For example, a teacher who was 

observed for 5 min may have less opportunity to demonstrate his/her diverse praise use 

than a teacher who was observed for 20 min. Although this is a notable limitation, it is 

possible that because on average there were 1 1  (range of 7- 1 7) observations per teacher 

that this offset this limitation. Furthermore, some of the very short observations were 

screened to see if very few or no praise categories were coded and this did not appear to 

be the case. Even for the shortest observation (i .e . ,  2 min), two different praise categories 

were coded. Nevertheless, future research should standardize the length of observations 

to determine if similar results are reported. 

The results of this study are limited to the geographical region they were collected 

from, that is rural Central Illinois. While there is strength in that data were collected from 

five districts, and six elementary schools; all but one teacher was female and all teachers 

were Caucasian. Therefore, these results should be compared to geographically and 

demographically similar classrooms and future research should examine diverse praise 

among urban and demographically varied school settings .  

Future Research 

Now that there is evidence that diverse praise can be studied and quantified, 

future research should replicate these findings. In addition, it would be helpful to 

determine whether teachers who use more praise categories also have better behaved 

students classroom-wide. Another study idea would be to teach a teacher to increase 

his/her use of diverse praise to determine whether this intervention has an impact on a 

student identified with frequent disruptive behavior within the classroom. If training 



GENERAL EDUCATION TEACHERS ' USE OF DIVERSE PRAISE 44 

teachers to increase their diverse praise has a positive impact on student behavior, 

additional research might examine whether an ideal number of diverse praise categories 

can be recommended. These findings have the potential to significantly influence how 

teachers are trained to use praise. 

In conclusion, this study highlights the importance of measuring other facets of 

praise to improve our understanding of this important classroom management tool .  Thus 

far, praise research has primarily identified and examined GP and BSP, but it is likely 

that (in combination with other characteristics) an even more effective use of praise can 

be discovered. Determining how to maximize the effective use of praise will lead to more 

informed teacher training and ultimately help consultants provide teachers with the best 

strategies on using praise in the classroom. 
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Appendix A 

Unique Praise Categories 

GENERAL PRAISE CODING 1-7 

1-Praise of Work 5-Praise Gesture 
Definition: Uses the terms ''job " or "work ". Refers Definition: Praise gesture can be a verbal 
to a task or something that the child has done or is gesture (e.g. ,  telling the child to perform a 

working on. Provides approval of the task or gesture on themselves - "give yourselves a 

(assumed) permanent product. *If emphasis is on thumbs up '') or nonverbal gesture (e.g. ,  giving a 

both ''job " and "you "  - defer to Praise of Wark child the thumbs up sign) statement that 

category. communicates approval. 

I a-Good/great .iQQ S a-Round of applause 

I b-Good/great work Sb-Marshmellow clap 

l e-Nicely done; you did perfect S c-Golf clap 

S d-Kiss your brain 

S e-Grass hopper clap 

2-Praise Adjective 6-Praise Tangible 
Definition: An adjective is used as the primary Definition: Praise tangible can be a verbal 
means to demonstrate approval. The adjective may gesture (e.g. ,  telling the child to give themselves 

be present with enhancements, but it does not place it a tangible "move your stick " or nonverbal 
in another subcategory. For example, good and very tangible (e.g. ,  teacher hands the child a sticker).  
good are the same subcategory. " Very "  does not 
enhance the adjective "good. " 6a-Gold sl ip 

6b-Move bee 
2a-Good/Great, very good, that was good, 6c-Move stick 
looks great/good 6d-Marbles in j ar etc . 
2b-Super 6e-Star 
2c-Excellent 6f-Respect card 
2d-W onderful 6g-Smile  tally 
2e-Fantastic 6h-Ticket 
2 f-Perfect 

2g-Like/love 

2h-Nice, very nice, that was nice 

2i-Awesome 

2j-Absolutely 

2k-Wow ! 

3-Praise Effort 7-Praise Physical 
Definition: Uses the term "try " or a similar term to Definition: Praise physical can be a verbal 

emphasize that the child is demonstrating or putting gesture (e.g. ,  telling the child to perform a 

forth effort. physical praise on themselves - "give 

yourselves a pat on the back ") or the teacher 

3 a-Good gy, great trY giving the child a pat on the back or hi-five. 

3 b-Good start, great start 7a-Pat on the back 

3 c-Good idea, thinking 7b-Hi-five 

3 d-Good guess 

3 e-Good guestion 
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3 f-Good choice 

4-Praise Compliance/Appreciation M-Miscellaneous Praise 
Definition: Uses the term "thank you " or "thanks " Definition: This category is used when a praise 
to communicate approval for compliance or statement does not fit in any other category. 
appreciation in something the student did. 

4a-Thanks, thank you, gracias 

BSP CODING 

Directions: Read each of the BSPs and determine if there are any behavioral themes which can be 
consolidated. If a praise is more than general, but not quite BSP - count it as BSP or Miscellaneous (e.g. ,  

That was so much better - could be  BSP). Count each instance of praised behavior one time. 

Ex. I like how Ella is sitting quietly. I like how Jack is sitting patiently. Sitting is the behavioral 

theme or behavior that is being identified with approval. Combine into one category = 1. 
Ex. This class is smart. That was a smart thing to say. In the first praise statement the class is 
described as smart (attribute), in the second praise statement what the child is saying is being 
encouraged. Therefore, two different behavioral themes are identified and should be kept 
separate. Keep as two categories and count each = 2 

Extra Rules/Notes: 
Praise statements are re-entered into excel to capture the exact praise statements observed during direct 
observation . Upon entering praise statements into excel,  coders may determine that a praise statement 
previous coded as "General Praise" is in fact "BSP." The coder wi l l  make the appropriate change, even if it 

differs from the original observer ' s  code. 
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Table 1 .  

School Demograp_hics 
Racial/ Ethnic Diversity Participating 

Classrooms 
% n = 28 

White Black Hispanic Asian America Two or Pacific 
n Indian More Races Islander 

School I 89 .9 2 .0 2 .0 0 .9  0 . 1 5 . 0  0 .0  6 
School 2 85 .7  3 .6 5 . 6  0 . 3  0 . 0  4 .8  0 .0  8 
School 3 93 .0  1 .0 0 .0  0 .0  0 .0 5 . 0  0 . 0  4 
School 4 94.6  1 .0 2 .0  0 .0  0 .0 2 .4 0 .0  1 
School 5 84.7 4 .9  3 . 5  2 . 1 0 .6  4 . 1 0 .2 2 
School 6 56 .3  0 .4 3 3 . l  1 .0 0 .0  9 .2 0 .0  7 
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Table 2. 

Teacher Demographics 
n = 28 % 

Sex 

Male 1 4 

Female 27 96 

Racial Background 

White/Caucasian 28 1 00 

Grade Taught 

Kindergarten 2 7 

First grade 6 2 1  

Second grade 5 1 8  

Third grade 9 32  

Fourth grade 3 1 1  

Fifth grade 3 1 1  

Years of Teaching Experience 

1 -5 1 1  39  

6- 1 0  5 1 8  

1 1 - 1 5  6 22 

1 6-20 2 7 

20+ 4 1 4  

Highest Educational Degree 
Obtained 

Four Year College Degree 1 4  5 0  

Master' s  Degree 1 3  46 

No response 1 4 

Classroom Make-up 

Only general ed. students 7 25 

Mostly general ed.  Students 2 1  75 

Classroom Difficulty Rating 

Much less difficult 3 1 1  

Somewhat less difficult 4 1 4  

Average difficulty 1 1  39  

Somewhat more difficult 6 2 1  

Much more difficult 3 1 1  

No response 1 4 
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Table 3 .  

Average Number of Diverse Praise Categories per Observation by Grade Level 

TDP GDP BSDP 
Grade N Mean Range Mean Range Mean Range 

Kindergarten 2 5 . 3  (5 .2-5 .4) 2 .6  (2 .6-2 .7) 2 .7  (2 .6-2 .9) 

1 st 6 4 .3  (2 .7-5 .5)  2 .4  (2 .0-3 .0) 1 .9 (0.7-3 .2) 
2nd 5 4 .0  (3 . 1 -6 .3)  2 .4 ( 1 . 8-2 .9) 1 .7 (0 .5-3 .4) 
3 rd 9 4 . 8  ( 1 .4-9.2) 2 . 5  ( 1 . 1 -4 . 1 )  2 .2  (0 .3 -5 . 1 )  
4th 3 2 .0  ( 1 .9-2.2) 1 .6 ( 1 .4- 1 . 8) 0 .4 (0. 1 -0 .7) 
5th 3 1 . 8 ( 1 .3 -2.2) 1 .6 ( 1 .2-2 .0) 0 .2 (0. 1 -0 .3)  

Total 28 3 .7 ( 1 . 8 -5 . 3 )  2 .2 ( 1 .6-2 .6) 1 . 5 (0.2-2 . 8) 

Note: TDP = Total Diverse Praise; GDP = General Diverse Praise; BSDP = Behavior 
Specific Diverse Praise 
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Table 4. 

Teachers ' Mean and Range of Diverse Praise Rates per Observation per Hour 

TDP GDP BSDP 
Grade N Mean Range Mean Range Mean Range 

Kindergarten 2 1 . 5 8  ( 1 .54- 1 .6 1 )  0 .78 (0 .73-0 . 82) 0 . 8 1 (0.  79-0 . 82) 
l st 6 1 .23 (0. 79- 1 .62) 0 .68 (0 .5 8-0. 86) 0 .54 (0.2 1 -0 .85)  

2nd 5 1 . 1 8  (0 .88- 1 .92) 0 .69 (0. 54-0 . 88) 0 .49 (0. 1 3 - 1 .04) 

3rd 9 1 . 3 9  (0.4 1 -2 .70) 0 .75 (0 .32- 1 .22) 0 .64 (0.09- 1 . 5 1 )  

4th 3 0 . 5 8  (0 .52-0.66) 0.46 (0.3 7-0 . 55) 0 . 1 2  (0.03 -0.20) 
5th 3 0 . 53  (0 . 39-0 .63) 0 .47 (0 .37-0 . 57) 0 .06 (0 .03-0. 1 0) 

Total 28 1 .08  (0 . 53 - 1 . 5 8) 0 .64 (0 .46-0 . 78) 0 .44 (0.06-0. 8 1 )  

Note: TDP = Total Diverse Praise; GDP = General Diverse Praise; BSDP = Behavior 
Specific Diverse Praise 
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Table 5 .  

Teachers ' use of GDP by Category 

Grade % of GDP Categories Used by Grade 
N 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Work Adj Effort Comp/Appr Gest Tang Phys Misc 

Kindergarten 2 27  24 2 25 2 1 3  0 5 
l st 6 3 0  3 1  1 32 0 2 3 1 
2nd 5 28 30  4 30  2 4 1 1 
3 rd 9 24 34 5 27 4 1 2 3 
4th 3 1 6  45 0 29 4 0 0 6 
5th 3 20 5 1  2 27 0 0 0 0 

Total 28 25  34 3 29 2 3 2 2 

Note: GDP = General Diverse Praise, Adj = Adjective, Comp/Appr = 
Compliance/Appreciation, Gest = Gesture, Tang = Tangible, Phys = Physical, Misc = 
Miscellaneous 
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