Australasian Journal of Special Education

ISSN: 1030-0112 (Print) 1833-6914 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/raje20

Perceptions of effectiveness of rewards and
punishments: A comparison of high‐ and
low‐achievers in secondary school
Sam Winter , Leung Yuk‐Wah & Ma Kwai‐Heung
To cite this article: Sam Winter , Leung Yuk‐Wah & Ma Kwai‐Heung (1992) Perceptions of
effectiveness of rewards and punishments: A comparison of high‐ and low‐achievers in secondary
school, Australasian Journal of Special Education, 15:1-2, 56-70, DOI: 10.1080/1030011920150108
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/1030011920150108

Published online: 23 Sep 2008.

Submit your article to this journal

Article views: 26

View related articles

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=raje20

Australasian Journal of Special Education, 1992,15 (1 & 2), 56-70
ISSN 1030-0112
© AASE Inc. All rights reserved.
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Punishments: A Comparison of High- and LowAchievers in Secondary School.
Sam Winter
Department of Education, University of Hong Kong

Leung Yuk-Wah
Grantham College of Education, Hong Kong

Ma Kwai-Heung
Northcote College of Education, Hong Kong
Two Hong Kong studies are described which investigate the perceptions of
junior secondary school pupils (high- and low-achieving) concerning the
effectiveness of rewards and punishments. Both studies employ versions of
Caffyn's questionnaire. Initial analysis reveals that (a) there is a relationship
between disaffection and achievement, and (b) pupils of both achievement
levels have more favourable perceptions regarding the effectiveness of rewards
than they do of punishments. A focus on therelationships between achievement
and perceptions reveals that (c) high-achievers perceive a large number of
rewards as more effective than do low-achievers, (d) low-achievers perceive
very few other rewards as being more effective than do high-achievers, and (e)
the situation is a little more balanced for punishments. The paper includes a
discussion regarding particular reward and punishment items perceptions
about which differentiate low-and high-achievers. Finally, it is noted that there
is a high level of consistency between findings in the two studies reported in
this paper. Where it is possible to make comparisons with other research
findings from Hong Kong and elsewhere, a high degree of agreement between
such findings is found.
A large body of clinical and research evidence
exists to show the effectiveness, under certain
conditions, of rewards and punishments with
individuals of all ages. Yet research confirms clinical
experience in indicating that the effects of rewards
and punishments can vary very greatly across classes
(see, for example, Scott, McNamara, and
McPherson, 1986) and even across individuals in
the same class (eg McNamara, Harrop and Owen,
1987). Quite simply, what is effective for one pupil
may not be for another.
An important task facing the behaviour analyst
working in schools is therefore to match
contingencies to the individual target pupil (or
pupils) with whom he/she is concerned. To neglect
this issue is to use behavioural approaches in a

mechanistic, non-humanitarian and anachronistic
way that neglects the needs of the clients.
There are unfortunately few methods which enable
the behaviour analyst to find out in advance of
applying a contingency how effective it will be with
an individual. One approach is to rely on previous
experience of using a reward or punisher with that
individual, or similar pupils. One problem is that
these experiences may not be available and, even
where they are, then they may no longer have any
predictive value. Another approach is to assess the
attractiveness of reinforcers by placing a variety in
front of a child and observing his/her preferences
under free choice conditions. However, this approach
is practical only with simple reinforcers, and it is
hard to see how the approach could be used at all
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with punishers.
Because of the small number of assessment
options, and the problems associated with them,
behaviour analysts haveoften tended to run programs
involving a menu of reinforcers each of which may
be used as back-ups in a token reinforcement
program (see, for example, the review by Merrett
and Houghton, 1989). Alternatively, they have used
other generalised reinforcers whose power to
influence behaviour is based on their 'enabling'
effect; their power to make available to pupils a
wide variety ofreinforcements.Examples from the
classroom are 'early recess' and 'free time at the
end of a lesson' which make possible all sorts of
reinforcing activities such as talking with a friend,
playing games, reading a book, drawing,
daydreaming etc. Wherever these approaches are
used, the behaviour analyst's hope is that he/she can
allow forindi vidual pupils' preferences forrewards
without needing formally to assess them. However,
these approaches share the problem that the range of
reinforcers available, however wide, may fail to
meet the needs of some of the pupils.
An alternative approach to contingency
assessment is simply to ask pupils which rewards
and punishers they think are effective. Common
sense would suggest that pupils' perceptions of
effectiveness may predict actual effectiveness quite
well indeed. However, relatively little research has
been conducted in this area.

Elliott (1988) has reviewed 20 studies into the
social validity of behavioural interventions. He
confirmed that perceived effectiveness was one of
the variables which influenced acceptability, and
found that acceptability was a major determinant of
compliance. In simple terms, teachers who think
that an intervention approach is ineffective will not
apply it as it should be applied, if at all.
Significantly, it appears that knowledge about
behavioural approaches is an important factor in
influencing altitudes towards them; eg Throll and
Ryan (1976) in New Zealand and Merrett and
Wheldall (1987) in the United Kingdom. Merrett
and Wheldall have further shown that a course in
behavioural approaches leads to more positive
altitudes towards the approaches and a change in
student teachers' ability to maintain discipline and
respond to children using praise and encouragement.
It seems reasonable to conclude that teachers and
student teachers attending courses on behavioural
approaches acquire, along with other knowledge,
an awareness of just how effective behavioural
approaches can be, and that this is an important
factor in creating positive attitudes and enhancing
implementation in the classroom.
The social validity literature, much of it recent,
has contributed greatly to our understanding of
teachers' attitudes towards and implementation of
behavioural techniques. Comparable research with
pupils has been very limited.

Research into the Social Validity of
Intervention Approaches
Research into pupils' perceptions of effectiveness
falls into an area now being called 'social validity'
research. Social validity concerns consumer
judgments about the significance of intervention
goals, the importance of intervention effects, and
the appropriateness of intervention procedures
(Martens and Meiler, 1989). Perceptions of
effectiveness obviously fall into the third of these
concerns. In the school situation, social validity is
concerned with whether a procedure is regarded as
fair, reasonable and non-intrusive, whether it is
appropriate for a given problem and whether it is
consistent with ideas about what intervention should
be (Kazdin, 1980).
A substantial and expanding body of literature
exists in regard to social validity as viewed by
teachers. Research has demonstrated a number of
variables which influence teacher judgments about
acceptability (Martens and Meiler, 1989; Martens,
Witt, Elliott andDarveaux,1985;Martens, Peterson,
WittandCirone, 1986; Gulkin and Hickman, 1988).
Much of this research (eg Martens et al, 1986)
shows that teachers have very clear perceptions
about the effectiveness of various procedures, and
that these perceptions play an important part in
determining judgments of intervention acceptability.

Research into Pupils' Perceptions
Regarding Rewards and Punishments
Dreikurs, Grunwald and Pepper (1982) and
Zeidner (1988) have pointed to the importance of
this area, (a) noting how paradoxical it is that the
primary recipients of classroom management
techniques (ie the students) have so little influence
upon the techniques used by teachers for their
benefit, (b) asserting that classroom management
would be more effective if the students' perspective
was taken into account, and (c) pointing out that
'unfortunately, school personnel do not appear to
be sufficiently aware of the students' perspective on
classroom discipline and it is seldom used as a
guideline for choosing appropriate classroom
management techniques' (Zeidner, 1988, p70)
Highficld and Pinsent (1952) performed one of
the earliest questionnaire studies in this area in the
UK. They found that secondary school students
preferred rewards such as success in a test, good
marks for written work and (interesting in light of
its infrequent use by teachers) favourable reports to
the home. Students most disliked close supervision,
corporal punishment, and unfavourable reports to
the home. Burns replicated the study many years
later and found very similar results (Burns, 1978).
More recent research by Sharpe (1985) in
Australia, Sharpe, Wheldall and Merrelt (1987),
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Raymond (1987) and Branwhite (1988) all in the
UK and Winter (1991) in Hong Kong have all
employed questionnaires to provide contemporary
evidence that secondary school pupils do consider
rewards to be an important management technique
for use by teachers.
The issue of public praise rai ses interesting issues.
Both the Highfield and Pinsent and the Burns studies
found that, in comparison with their teachers, pupils
displayed very unfavourable attitudes towards public
praise. These unfavourable attitudes are confirmed
by Sharpe (1985), Sharpe, Wheldall and Merrelt
(1987), and Winter (1991). However, a number of
researchers (eg Sharpe et al, 1987; Caffyn, 1987)
report a clear age effect with more positive altitudes
among younger pupils towards public praise. There
is evidence to suggest that this is part of a more
general shift of attitudes away from teacher praise
of any type (see the work of McCullough (1972)
and Sharpe et al (1987)).
In a recent Israeli study involving 281 junior high
school pupils Zeidner (1988) investigated pupils'
perceptions of the severity of common classroom
management strategies. He found that pupils'
judgments were uniform across sexes and social
class, and that there were substantial differences
between their perceptions of severity and those of
teachers. He also reports that pupil perceptions of
severity broke down into 5 factors; (a) referral out
to senior staff and parents, (b) punitive teacher
reactions, (c) unpleasant classroom-related tasks,
(d) constraints and (e) outside-class assignments
and 'busy work'.

making an effort to behave much better than
usual in lessons. How successful would the
things listed below be in keeping that person
behaving well in class? (encouragement for
good behaviour).
For each situation there is a list of rewards and
punishments (although some may disagree with the
use of the term 'punishment' for items such as
'having a private chat with the teacher'). The subject
is required to rale each item on a five point scale: (i)
very successful, (ii) quite successful, (iii) not very
successful, (iv) not at all successful and (v) don't
know.
The pupils' questionnaire also includes an
introductory section containing questions designed
to examine pupils' alliludes towards teachers and
school.
Caffyn's study revealed that, viewed overall,
both teachers and pupils perceived rewards as more
effective than punishments. Eleven out of 22 rewards
received 70% positive endorsement by teachers and
pupils. By contrast, only two out of 26 punishments
displayed that level of endorsement.
Caffyn's initial 1987 study revealed some
interesting differences between the attitudes of
teachers and pupils towards a number of rewards
and, to a lesser extent, punishments. For example, a
greater percentage of pupils than teachers (70%
versus 41%) perceived a 'special certificate for
work effort' as being (quite or very) effective for
work effort. Similarly, 'five minutes free time at the
end of a lesson' was perceived as more effective by
pupils than by teachers.
In contrast 'public praise' was perceived as more
effective by teachers than by pupils. Similarly,
'being told off in private' was seen as more effective
by teachers (70% of teachers and 40% of pupils in
the work context), as was 'being made to sit by the
teacher' (82% of teachers and 47% of pupils in the
behaviour context).
However, Caffyn reports that the agreement
between pupils and teachers is higher within any
one school than overall, and suggests that school
culture and specific experiences of rewards and
punishments wilhin a school may influence the
altitudes of both in order to produce a limited shift
towards uniformity of altitude.
Caffyn found a strong association between, on
one hand, the degree to which teachers were liked
and seen as fair, and, on the other hand, the pupils'
perception of the effectiveness of various teacherbased rewards. Other findings of note were that
public praise, teacher approval, merits and 'being
told off in front of the class' were seen as more
effective by younger pupils .
A 1989 unpublished study by Chan employed
Caffyn's questionnaire (translated into Chinese)
with Form 3(15 and 16 year old) low-achievers in
Hong Kong. Like the Caffyn (1987) UK study,

Research Using Caffyn's Questionnaire
Caffyn (1987) has developed a questionnaire
which is designed to examine perceptions of
effectiveness of rewards and punishments It has
been used with teachers and pupils. The
questionnaire involves four imaginary situations,
each with a question, as follows:
(a) Imagine someone in your class has been
trying very hard and for some time has been
doing much better work. How successful
would the things listed below be in
encouraging that person to keep working
hard? (encouragement for good work),
(b) Imagine someone in your class has been
making no effort in their work and for some
time has been producing poor work. How
successful would the things listed below be
in getting them to do better work?
(management of poor work),
(c) Imagine someone in your class has often
been messing about and disturbing others in
lessons. How successful would the things
listed below be in making them behave belter
in class? (management of poor behaviour),
(d) Imagine someone in your class has been
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Chan found discrepancies between the perceptions
of teachers and pupils. For example, the former
regard public reprimand as more effective than do
the latter. She also found apparently higher levels of
perceived effectiveness for rewards than for
punishments. More details of the study are to be
found in Winter (1991).
A 1990 unpublished study by Leung in Hong
Kong involved a slightly modified form of Caffyn's
questionnaire with 31 teachers and 142 secondary
school pupils. The pupils were Form 2 (13-16 year
olds) and Form 4 (15-17 yearolds). Leung found (i)
ahigher level of perceived effectiveness for rewards
than for punishments, (ii) higher perceptions of
effectiveness among teachers than among pupils,
regardless of whether rewards orpunishments were
being considered, and (iii) a higher level of
agreement between teachers and pupils about the
effectiveness of punishments than about rewards.
These findings generally confirmed those of other
researchers.
A later, larger study by Leung (1991) confirms
earlier Hong.Kong findings regarding the higher
ratings of perceived effectiveness for rewards
relative to punishments. Her study also confirms
the higher ratings awarded by teachers in compari son
with pupils. Indeed teachers rated 28 out of the 52
items significantly more effective than pupils, in
comparison with only one item for which a
significant difference went in the other direction.
A finding by Leung that runs contrary to those of
almost every researcher in the field was that pupils
perceived public praise as being more effective than
private praise. Leung suggests that one reason for
this might lie in the age (thirteen to fourteen) of the
pupils, and notes research quoted already in this
article which suggests that public praise is more
attractive to younger pupils.
Achievement, Disruptive Behaviour and
Attitudes
Researchers have often failed to examine the
links that might exist between achievement and
behaviour on one hand and attitudes to rewards and
punishments on the other, assuming instead that
low-achieving and disruptive pupils exhibit the
same attitudes as do their classmates. Common
experience suggests that this might not be the case.
Firstly, some rewards by their very nature will be
valued differently according to the academic level
of the pupil. For example, free time in the school
library is likely to be much more attractive to
academically able students. A similar argument can
be made for punishments such as extra homework,
which is likely to be more aversi ve for low-achievers.
Secondly, rewards and punishments may be
valued differently because of the differing teacherpupil relationships which are found where pupils of
differing achievement and behaviour are concerned.
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A disruptive low-achiever who has a long-standing
poor relationship with a teacher may be less likely
to value praise from that teacher (or any other). If
he/she enjoys a reputation as a 'bad' pupil then he/
she is likely to value public praise even less!
One of the few studies to look at this issue is that
of Raymond (1987) mentioned earlier. She directly
compared the views of disruptive pupils (who were
also relatively low-achieving) regarding 'things
that encourage/discourage pupils in school' with
those of non-disruptive (relatively higher achieving)
pupils in the same school. The questionnaire included
items involving antecedent and setting events (eg
'being given a reason for an order') as well as
consequent events (eg 'praise for work well done').
Raymond found that the rankings of disruptive and
nondisruptive pupils correlated at only the 0.21
level for 'things which encourage pupils' and at
0.67 for 'things which discourage pupils'.
In view of the wide divergence between the two
groups in regard to 'things which encourage' it
might be worthwhile to list the items rated most
positively by the disruptive pupils:
( 1 ) Being allowed to take a greaterpart in lessons
by discussing things with the teacher and
pupils instead of just writing and copying
(2) Teachers who tell me exactly what I have
done wrong before punishing me, instead of
expecting me to work it out
(3) Teachers who can give their own punishments
instead of calling in other staff or sending me
to another member of staff
Note that none of these are simple consequences
for behaviour; instead they are more concerned
with the quality of relationship between the teacher
and pupils.
Note also that only one of the items listed above
(no. 2) was placed in the top three valued items by
non-disruptive pupils. Indeed the most valued item
for non-disruptive pupils ('praise for work well
done') was ranked a startling 11 th by the disruptive
pupils.
In a similar vein Caffyn (1987) found that a
number of rewards were perceived differently by
pupils of differing attainments and disposition. For
example 'five minutes free lime at the end of a
lesson* was regarded as a more effective reward by
lowr-achievers and by those who held a negative
attitude towards school. 'A special treat' was
regarded more positively by low-achievers.
Differences existed for punishments also; she found
a tendency for high-achievers to perceive 'being
told off in front of the class' as more effective than
did low-achievers.
The unpubl ished study by Chan mentioned earlier
(reported in Winter 1991) involved low-achievers.
Results were broadly in line with Caffyn's (1987).
However, unlike the low-achievers in Caffyn's
study 'five minutes free lime at the end of a lesson'
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was seen as an unsuccessful way of encouraging
good work and behaviour, as was 'being told off in
front of the class' in regard to poor work and
behaviour. For more details of this study see Winter
(1991).
Martens, Muir and Meiler (1988) examined the
attitudes towards rewards and punishments of (a)
low-achievers placed in self-contained remedial
classrooms and (b) non-problematic pupils in a
regular classroom. However, they found no
significant differences between the two groups.
Hong Kong Studies which Compare the
Attitudes of Low- and High-performing
Pupils
Two Hong Kong studies have sought directly to
compare pupils' perceptions about rewards and
punishments using Caffyn's questionnaire.
The 1990 Ma Study.
An unpublished 1990 study by Ma, conducted in
connection with studies for a Masters Degree at the
University of Hong Kong, involved a translated and
modified version of Caffyn's questionnaire used
with 74 Form 3 (15-17 year old) pupils in a highachieving school (School A) and 70 pupils in a lowachievingschool (SchoolB).Theparticipatingpupils
represented the top 20% and bottom 20% of
attainments respectively.
The 1991 Leung study
Leung's 1991 study was, like that of Ma, performed
in connection with Masters Degree studies at the
University of Hong Kong. She used a modified and
translated version of the Caffyn questionnaire in
. eight secondary schools. Four were high-achieving
schools and four were low-achieving schools. Like
the schools in Ma's study, they represented the
extremes of achievement within secondary education
in Hong Kong. All Form 2 pupils in one class from
each school were required to complete the
questionnaire. 302 student questionnaires were
returned (166 for high achievers and 136 from lowachievers). Each sex was equally represented.
Teachers were also asked to fill in the questionnaire
but their responses do not concern us in this paper.
Results from the Ma and Leung Studies.
Datafrom the twostudies were substanliallysimilar,
despite minor differences in the wording of some
items. Consequently, the results are presented
alongside each other.
A: The Degree of Disaffection Shown by
Pupils
The low-achievers in both studies appeared to be
disaffected with school.
Ma's Study:
89% of pupils in School B expressed a negative
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attitude towards school, in contrast to 65% of School
A pupils. Similarly, more low- than high-achieving
pupils expressed unfavourable attitudes towards
teachers' fairness (76% in School B felt they were
unfair, as opposed to 56% in School A). Only 67%
of School B pupils felt that their parents had a
positive attitude towards their education, whereas
92% in School A did so. Comparison of mean
responses to all three of these items revealed
differences that were statistically significant at the
0.01 level (two-tailed t-tesl)
Leung's Study:
A significantly larger number of low-performers
than high-performers indicated that they did not
like school, did not like their teachers and that their
parents did not think that school was important. As
in the Ma study, differences between the two groups
on these three items were statistically significant at
the 0.01 level (two-tailed t-tcst).
A fuller treatment of findings regarding
disaffection is to be found in Winter and Leung
(1991)
B: The Percentage of Pupils Displaying
Positive Perceptions towards Rewards and
Punishment Effectiveness
Ma's Study:
Table 1 (p61) shows the percentage of pupils in
each school who displayed favourable perceptions
of effectiveness (ie. endorsed items as 'very
successful' or 'quite successful') towards the 14
various rewards and punishments listed in Caffyn's
questionnaire. Table 1 (p61) shows clearly that 13
out of the 48 items yielded statistically significant
differences between the two schools.
Rewards
Nine of the thirteen significant differences were
for rewards, and all but two of these were in the
same direction; that is, a greater proportion of highachievers responding positively to the items in
question. The two exceptions were i terns A7 and D1
('being given 5 mins free time at the end of a lesson'
as encouragement for work and behaviour
respectively). Other interesting results concerning
reward were that very few low-achievers believed
that praise from a senior member of staff was
effective for encouraging good work (item A8).
Punishments .
Four of the significant differences were for
punishment. Two of these were seen as more
effective by the low-achievers (items B3 'being told
off in private by the teacher' and B6 'having a
private chat with the teacher'). The remaining two
differences went in the other direction.
Overall
The percentage of pupils rating punishments as
effective was much lower than that for rewards.
This finding was true for both high- and lowachievers, and in connection with both work and
behaviour.
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Table 1
Results from Ma's 1990 Study:
Percentages of pupils displaying favourable perceptions of effectiveness.
School
Encouragement of good work
Al. Being given a special certificate
A2. Good comments to parents sent home in a note
A3. Being praised by the teacher in front of the class
A4. Knowing the teacher is pleased
A5. A good school report
A6. Being praised by the Year Head or Head of Department in private
A7. Being given S minutes free time at the end of the lesson
A8. Being praised by the Year Head or Head of Department in front of the class
A9. Credit or merit marks
A10. Good marks or written comments on the work
A l l . Being praised by the teacher in private
A12. Teacher showing an interest in the work
(average percentage)

A
68
49
50
48
58
46
29
45
73
69
38
50
64

B
50
41
40
38
52
40
57
27
56
46
38
45
52

Management of poor work
B1. Being told off in front of the class
B2. Low marks or bad written comments on the work
B3. Being told off in private by the teacher
B4. Being given extra work to do at home
B5. Being sent to the Year Head
B6. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
B7. A bad school report
BS. A detention after school
B9. Bad comments to parents sent in a note or letter
(average percentage)

11
14
31
37
87
16
16
15
39
30

18
18
48
31
22
63
14

Management of poor behaviour
Cl. Being made to sit near the teacher
C2. Parents being asked to come to school
C3. Being sent to the Year Head of Head of Department
C4. Being given lines
C5. Being placed 'On Report'
C6. Bad comments to parents sent in a note or letter
C7. Being sent out of the room
C8. Being told off by the teacher in private
C9. A detention after school
CIO. Being told off by the teacher in front of the class
Cl 1. Being made to miss a favourite activity during the lesson
C12. Demerit marks, debits or loss of credits
C13. A bad school report
C14. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
C15. Being sent to a different room to work
C16. Being made to miss a favourite 'free time' activity e.g. club
C17. Knowing the teacher is watching them closely
(average percentage)

70
48
52
13
27
49
21
43
22
26
17
50
26
80
21
15
41
37

61
42
37
. 18
21
38
23
45
30
20
22
34
23
62
28
22
35
33

•*

••
•
•
••

*
••
•*

26
41
31

•

Encouragement of good behaviour
Dl. Being given S minutes free time at the end of the lesson
36
53
•
D2. Being praised by the Year Head or Head of Department in front of the class
68
47
•
D3. Credits or merit marks
75
60
D4. Knowing the teacher is pleased
72
54
•
D5. Good comments to parents sent in a note or letter
65
52
D6. Being praised by the teacher in front of the class
64
46
*
D7. A good school report
71
60
D8. Being praised by the teacher in private
56
44
D9. Being praised by the Year Head or Head of Department in private
47
33
DIO. Being given a special treat
79
67
(average percentage)
64
52
Notes: (a) Figures indicate percentage of pupils who express positive perceptions of effectiveness ('very successful' or 'quite successful') for
the reward or punishment in question, (b) School A: high-performing. School B: low-performing, (c) •: p<.05; ••: p<.01 (two-tailed); z
value for testing the significance of a difference between two independent proportions.
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Leung's Study:
Table 3 (p64) presents information regarding the
percentage of high- and low-achievers who
responded with favourable perceptions of reward
and punishment effectiveness. There were 14 out of
52 items for which percentages were significantly
different for the two groups.
Rewards
Six of the fourteen differences were in connection
with rewards. All differences were in the same
direction withagreaterproportionofhigh-achievers
than low-achievers responding positively.
Punishments
The other eight differences concerned
punishments and all except two were in the same
direction (a greater proportion of high-achievers
responding favourably). These were 'being told off
in front of the class' as a way of managing poor
behaviour (item Bl) and 'being given lines' as a
way of managing poor work (C4). However, it must
be noted that relatively few high-achievers believed
that this latter punishment was effective either.
Overall
As in the Ma study, the percentage of pupils
positively endorsing punishments was very much
lower than that for rewards. This finding was true
for both high- and low-achievers, and in connection
with both work and behaviour.
The Pattern of Differences:
The general pattern of data in Tables 1 and 3 (p61
and p64) (including both significant and nonsignificant differences) supports the conclusion that
high-achievers have consistently more favourable
perceptions than low-achievers concerning rewards
(with much less consistency for punishments).
Taking the data from Tables 1 and 3 (p61 and p64)
and leaving aside for one moment the matter of
statistical significance, Ma found that high-achievers
held more favourable perceptions on 19 out of 22
rewards (as against the more equally distributed 13
out of 26 punishments). Similarly, Leung obtained
equivalent findings on 18 out of 22 rewards (as
against the more equally distributed 18 out of 30
punishments).
C: Average Ratings of Perceived Reward and
Punishment Effectiveness
Ma's Study:
Table 2 (p63) displays average ratings for each
item. Here it can be seen that there were seven
significant differences between the two groups, all
but one of them involving higher ratings by highachievers. The one exception was for 'being told off
in private by the teacher' (B3) which was rated
higher by low-achievers as a way of managing poor
work.
Leung's Study:
Table 4 (p65) presents average ratings of reward
and punishment effectiveness. It will be noted that
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high- and low-achieving pupils gave significantly
different ratings on sixteen items (seven out of 22
rewards and nine out of 30 punishments). In addition
there were significant differences in mean ratings
for two sections (Section A: encouragement of
good work and Section C: management of poor
behaviour). In every case except one the difference
was in the direction of higher ratings of perceived
effectiveness from high-performers. The one
exception was for 'being given lines' as a way of
managing poor behaviour (item C4), which lowachievers rated more favourably than did highachievers.
The Pattern of Differences:
Again, the general direction of differences
(significant ornot) between high- and low-achievers
confirms the conclusion that high-achievers have
consistently more favourable perceptions than lowachievers concerning rewards (with much less
consistency for punishments). Taking the data from
Tables 2 and 4 (p63 and p65), we find that Ma's
high-achievers gave higher ratings than lowachievers for 20 out of 22 rewards (as against 13 out
of 26 punishments), and that Leung's high-achievers
gave higher ratings for 19 out of 22 rewards (as
against 21 out of 30 punishments).
D: Specific Items Endorsed or Non-endorsed
by Low-achievers
Table 5 (p66) lists the items which low-achievers
endorsed strongly as compared with their highachieving counterparts. Table 6 (p66) presents an
equivalent list for items that were relatively
infrequently endorsed by low-achievers.
E: The Most Effective Items as Perceived by
Low-achievers
Table 7 (p67) lists the most effective items (in
terms of highest percentages of positive
endorsement) for low-achievers.
Discussion
Both studies reveal a degree of disaffection with
school and with teachers among low-achievers.
This finding, which will be on no surprise to
educationalists, alsoconfirms an earlier unpublished
finding by Chan in Hong Kong.
Both studies clearly indicate that pupils have
more favourable perceptions regarding the
effectiveness of rewards than of punishments. This
finding confirms those of Caffyn (1987) in the UK
and Chan (reported in Winter, 1991) in Hong Kong.
Beyond this, Ihe studies reveal importantdifferences
between high- and low-achievers.
As far as differences between high- and lowachievers is concerned, the message is clear in all
the data (whether percentage endorsements or
average ratings, significant differences or general
patterns of differences). The message is that: (a) a
continues page 68 &
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Table 2
Results from Ma's 1990 Study: Average ratings
School
Encouragement of good work
AJ. Being given a special certificate
A 2. Good comments to parents sent home in a note
A3. Being praised by the teacher in front of the class
A4. Knowing the teacher is pleased
A5. A good school report
A6. Being praised by the Year Head or Head of Department in private
A7. Being given S minutes free time at the end of the lesson
A8. Being praised by the Year Head or Head of Department in front of the class
A9. Credit or merit marks
A10. Good marks or written comments on the work
A l l . Being praised by the teacher in private
A12. Teacher showing an interest in the work
(average rating)

A
3.59
3.23
3.20
3.04
3.47
3.00
2.84
2.95
3.75
3.57
2.74
3.05
3.18

B
3.23
2.87
2.90
3.02
3.30
2.66
3.30
2.61
3.52
3.19
2.71
3.11
3.04

Management of poor work
Bl. Being told off in front of the class
B2. Low marks or bad written comments on the work
B3. Being told off in private by the teacher
B4. Being given extra work to do at home
B5. Being sent to the Year Head
B6. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
B7. A bad school report
B8. A detention after school
B9. Bad comments to parents sent in a note or letter
(average rating)

1.69
1.89
2.36
2.44
2.68
4.26
2.01
2.00
2.70
2.43

1.91
2.06
2.87
2.36
2.32
3.71
2.04
2.21
2.75
2.46

Management of poor behaviour
Cl. Being made to sit near the teacher
C2. Parents being asked to come to school
C3. Being sent to the Year Head or Head of Department
C4. Being given lines
C5. Being placed 'On Report'
Co. Bad comments to parents sent in a note or letter
C7. Being sent out of the room
C8. Being told off by the teacher in private
C9. A detention after school
CIO. Being told off by the teacher in front of the class
cii. Being made to miss a iavourite activity during the lesson
C12. Demerit marks, debits or loss of credits
C13. A bad school report
C14. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
C15. Being sent to a different room to work
C16. Being made to miss a favourite 'free time' activity e.g. club
C17. Knowing the teacher is watching them closely
(average rating)

3.51
2.91
3.07
1.85
2.32
2.88
2.11
2.72
2.23
2.24
2.04
2.99
2.34
4.03
2.26
1.97
3.04
2.63

3.41
2.79
2.79
1.96
2.01
2.69
2.20
2.80
Z27
2.13
2.04
2.58
2.24
3.56
2.32
2.07
2.82
2.52

Encouragement of good behaviour
Dl. Being given S minutes free time at the end of the lesson
3.95
3.68
D2. Being praised by the Year Head or Head of Department in front of the class
2.92
2.69
D3. Credits or merit marks
3.18
2.89
D4. Knowing the teacher is pleased
3.61
3.50
D5. Good comments to parents sent in a note or letter
3.42
2.97
D6. Being praised by the teacher in front of the class
3.51
3.24
D7. A good school report
3.68
3.15
D8. Being praised by the teacher in private
3.84
3.39
D9. Being praised by the Year Head or Head of Department in private
3.43
2.97
D10. Being given a special treat
2.86
3.27
(average rating)
3.43
3.21
Notes: (a) Figures indicate average ratings for each item on the live point scale provided (high ratings equal favourable perceptions), (b)
School A: high-performing. School B: low-performing, (c) •: p<.05; *•: rx.01 (two-tailed test).
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Table 3
Results from Leung's 1991 Study: Percentages of pupils displaying favourable perceptions of effectiveness
Performance of Pupils:
Encouragement of good work
High Low
# Al. Being given a gift by the teacher
60
58
A2. Good comments to parents sent home in a note
73
73
A3. Being praised by the teacher in front of the class
69
57
•
A4. Knowing the teacher is pleased
48
39
A5. A good school report
93
87
# A6. Being praised by the Principal or Head of Department in prívale
63
58
# A7. Being invited to serve the teacher
31
33
# A8. Being praised by the Principal or Head of Department in front of the class
66
58
#A9. Merit marks
76
71
A10. Good marks or written comments on the work
84
66 • •
A l l . Being praised by the teacher in private
57
52
A12. Teacher showing an interest in the work
40
29
•
(average percentage)
58
58
Management of poor work
Bl. Being told off in front of the class
U
20
•
B2. Low marks or bad written comments on the work
21
24
B3. Being told off in private by the teacher
41 • •
56
B4. Being given extra work to do at home
27
22
# B5. Being sent to the Principal or Head of Department
33
35
B6. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
87
73 • •
B7. A bad school report
36
32
BS. A detention after school
13
15
B9. Bad comments to parents sent in a note or letter
45
39
#B10. Demerit
19
27
#B11. Parents being asked to come to school
37
39
# B12. Being sent to see the social worker or counselling teacher
63
53
(average percentage)
37
35
Management of poor behaviour
Cl. Being made to sit near the teacher
73
55 **
C2. Parents being asked to come to school
43
51
# C3. Being sent to the Principal of Head of Department
47
44
C4. Being given lines
9
21 *•
C5. Being placed 'On Report'
27
24
C6. Bad comments to parents sent in a note
57
48
C7. Being sent out of the room
IS
20
C8. Being told off by the teacher in private
58
35 • •
C9. A detention after school
18 •*
53
C10. Being told off by the teacher in from of the class
24
24
# Cl 1. Being sent to see the social worker or counselling teacher
60
55
#C12. Demerit marks
36
33
C13. A bad school report
34
29
C14. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
76
66
CIS. Being sent to a different room to work
29
37
# C16. Being made to miss a favourite extra-curricular activity
20
17
C17. Knowing the teacher is watching closely
61
37 •»
# C18. Being forced to stand at the back of the room
13
16
(average percentage)
41
35
Encouragement of good behaviour
#D1. Being invited to serve the teacher
60
64
# D2. Being praised by the Principal or Head of Department in front of the class
74
68
# D3. Merit marks
78
69
D4. Knowing the teacher is pleased
89
84
# D5. Good comments to parents sent in a note
83
71
•
D6. Being praised by the teacher in front of the class
82
76
D7. A good school report
63
49
*
D8. Being praised by the teacher in private
80
76
# D9. Being praised by the Principal or Head of Department in private
77
60 • •
#D10. Being given a gilt by the teacher
50
43
(average percentage)
74
66
Notes: (a) Figures indicate percentage of pupils who express positive perceptions of effectiveness ('very successful' or 'quite successful') for
the reward or punishment in question, (b) #: item has been modified from, or else added to the original in Caffyn's questionnaire (c) *:
p<.05; *•: px.Ol (two-tailed); z value for testing the significance of a difference between two independent proportions.
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Table 4
Results from Leung's 1991 Study: Average ratings
Performance of Pupils:
Encouragement of good work
High Low
# Al. Being given a gift by the teacher
2.58
2.28
•
A2. Good comments to parents sent home in a note
2.93
2.96
A3. Being praised by the teacher in front of the class
2.80
2.63
A4. Knowing the teacher is pleased
2.32
1.90 • •
AS. A good school report
3.58
3.34
*
# A6. Being praised by the Principal or Head of Department in private
2.64
2.54
2.02
2.10
# A7. Being invited to serve the teacher
# Ag. Being praised by the Principal or Head of Department in front of the class
2.84
233
•
#A9. Merit marks
3.12
3.01
A10. Good marks or written comments on the work
3.08
2.78
*
A l l . Being praised by the teacher in private
2.55
2.46
A12. Teacher showing an interest in the work
2.12
1.69 *•
(average rating)
2.72
232
*
Management of poor work
Bl. Being told off in front of the class
1.57
1.68
B2. Low marks or bad written comments on the work
1.77
1.94
B3. Being told off in private by the teacher
2.44
2.14
•
B4. Being given extra work to do at home
1.83
1.70
# B5. Being sent to the Principal or Head of Department
2.11
1.93
B6. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
3.40 2.91 • •
2.09
2.00
B7. A bad school report
Bg. A detention after school
1.65 . 1.67
B9. Bad comments to parents sent in a note or letter
2.21
2.18
#B10. Demerit
1.70
1.82
# B11. Parents being asked to come to school
2.13
2.13
# B12. Being sent to see the social worker or counselling teacher
2.65
2.36
•
(average rating)
2.13
2.04
Management of poor behaviour
C1. Being made to sit near the teacher
2.83 2.39 • •
C2. Parents being asked to come to school
2.36 2.43
# C3. Being sent to the Principal of Head of Department
2.37
2.29
C4. Being given lines
1.50
1.76
•
C5. Being placed 'On Report'
1.90
1.69
C6. Bad comments to parents sent in a note
2.51 2.24
•
C7. Being sent out of the room
1.69
1.70
C8. Being told off by the teacher in private
2.51
2.14 **
C9. A detention after school
1.68
1.65
CIO. Being told off by the teacher in front of the class
1.95
1.79
# C11. Being sent to see the social worker or counselling teacher
2.69
2.49
# C12. Demerit marks
2.16
2.07
C13. A bad school report
2.11
1.96
C14. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
3.17
2.80 • •
CIS. Being sent to a different room to work
1.97
2.08
# C16. Being made to miss a favourite extra-curricular activity
1.63
1.54
C17. Knowing the teacher is watching closely
2.67
2.09 **
# C18. Being forced to stand at the back of the room
1.61
1.60
(average rating)
2.18
2.04
•
Encouragement of good behaviour
# Ul. Being invited to serve the teacher
2.37
2.13
# D2. Being praised by the Principal or Head of Department in front of the class
3.01
2.59 • •
# D3. Merit marks
3.12
3.10
D4. Knowing the teacher is pleased
2.55
2.37
# U5. Ciood comments to parents sent in a note
3.19
3.01
D6. Being praised by the teacher in front of the class
3.14
2.88
D7. A good school report
3.39
3.20
D8. Being praised by the teacher in private
2.93 2.71
# D9. Being praised by the Principal or Head of Department in private
2.86
2.72
# DIO. Being given a gift by the teacher
2.61
2.65
(average rating)
2.92
2.73 '
Notes: (a) Figures indicate average ratings for each item on the 5 point scale provided. Higher ratings equal favourable perceptions, (b) #:
item has been modified from, or else added to the original in Caffyn's Questionnaire, (c) •: p<.05; **: p<.01 (two-tailed test).
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Table 5
Items more frequently endorsed by low-achievers compared to high-achievers.

Item
A7. Being given S minutes free lime at Ihe end of Ihe lesson
Bl. Being told off in front of Ihe class
B3. Being told off in private by the teacher
B6. Having a private chat with the teacher about Ihe problem
C4. Being given lines
Dl. Being given S minutes free time at the end of Ihe lesson
Key to Notes
1: Ma; percentage positive responses (see Table 1 (p64))
2: Ma; average ratings (see Table 2 (p65))
3: Leung; percentage positive responses (see Table 3 (p66))
4: Leung: average ratings (see Table 4 (p67))

Notes
1
3
1.2
1
3.4
1

Table 5.
Table 6
Items less frequently endorsed by low-achievers than by high-achievers.
Item
Al. Being given a special certifícale
.
# Al. Being given a gift by the teacher
A3. Being praised by the teacher in front of the class
A4. Knowing the teacher is pleased
AS. A good school report
A8. Being praised by the Year Head or Head of Department in front of the class
# A8. Being praised by Ihe Principal or Head of Department in front of the class
A9. Credit or merit marks
A10. Good marks or written comments on the work
A12. Teacher showing an interest in the work
B3.
BS.
B6.
# B12.
Cl.
C6.
C8.
C9.
C14.
C17.

Notes
1
4
3
4
4
1
4
1
1.3,4
3,4

Being told off in private by the teacher
Being sent to the Year Head
Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
Being sent to see the social worker or counselling teacher

3,4
1
2.3.4
4

Being made to sit near the teacher
Bad comments lo parents sent in a note
Being told off by Ihe teacher in private
A detention after school
Having a private chat with the teacher about Ihe problem
Knowing the teacher is watching closely

3,4
4
3,4
3
1.2.4
3.4

D2. Being praised by the Year Head or Head of Department in front of the class
# D2. Being praised by the Principal or Head of Department in front of the class
D4. Knowing the teacher is pleased
D5. Good comments to parents sent in a note or letter
D6. Being praised by the teacher in front of the class
D7. A good school report
D8. Being praised by the teacher in private
D9. Being praised by the Year Head or Head of Department in private
# D9. Being praised by the Principal or Head of Department in private
Key to Notes
1 : Ma; percentage positive responses (see Table 1 (p64))
2: Ma; average ratings (see Table 2 (p65))
3: Leung; percentage positive responses (see Table 3 (p66))
4: Leung: average ratings (see Table 4 (p67))
#: item has been modified from, or else added to the original in Caffyn's questionnaire.
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Table 7
Techniques most frequently endorsed by low-achievers
Encouragement of good work
Ma
A7. Being given S minutes free lime at the end of the lesson
A9. Credit or merit marks
A5. A good school report
Leung
AS. A good school report
A2- Good comments to parents sent home in a note
# A9. Merit marks
Management of poor work
Ma
B6. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
B3. Being told off in private by the teacher
B9. Bad comments to parents sent in a note or letter
Leung
B6. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
# B12. Being sent to see the social worker or counselling teacher
B3. Being told oil in private by the teacher
Management of poor behaviour
Ma
Cl. Being made to sit near the teacher
C8. Being told off by the teacher in private
C14. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
Leung
C14. Having a private chat with the teacher about the problem
Cl. Being made to sit near the teacher
# Cl 1. Being sent to see the social worker or counselling teacher
Encouragement of good behaviour
Ma
DIO. Being given a special treat
D3. Credits or merit marks
D7. A good school report
Leung
D4. Knowing the teacher is pleased
D6. Being praised by the teacher in front of the class
D8. Being praised by the teacher in private
Notes
(a) Percent refers to percentage endorsement as effective.
(b) Notes 1,2,3 indicate item also in top three for high achievers.
(c) # indicates modified item in Leung's questionnaire.

Percent

Note

57
56
52

1

87
73
71

1
3

63
48
41

2

73
53
41

1
2
3

61
45
62

2

66
55
55

1
2

67
60
60

1
2

84
76
76

1
3

1

Table 7.
Table 8
Percentage Endorsements and Average Ratings for Public and Private Praise in the
Ma and Leung Studies
Ma
Achievement
HighLow-

Leung
Achievement
HighLow-

50%
3.20
38%
2.74

40%
2.90
38%
2.71

69%
2.80
57%
2.55

57%
2.63
52%
2.46

64%
3.51
56%
3.84

46%
3.24
44%
3.39

82%
3.14
80%
2.93

76%
2.88
76%
2.71

Work
Public Praise
Private Praise
Behaviour
Public Praise
Private Praise

Table 8.
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large number of rewards are perceived as ineffective
by low-achievers (relative to how they are perceived
by high-achievers), (b) very few of the other rewards
are perceived as effective by low-achievers (relative
to high-achievers' perceptions), (c) the situation is
more balanced in regard to perceptions of
punishments.
The statistically significant differences in Tables
1 to 4 offer very clear evidence for the above. Table
1 (p61) shows that the proportion of Ma's highachievers expressing favourable perceptions
significantly exceeded that for low-achievers in the
case of 7 rewards (with only 2 significant differences
going the other way) and 2 punishments (with 2
going the other way). The equivalent figures for
Leung in Table 3 (p64) were 6 rewards (with none
going the other way) and 6 punishments (with only
2 going the other way). Turning to the average
ratings, Table 2 (p63) shows that Ma's highachievers were significantly more favourable than
the low-achievers for 4 rewards (with no significant
differences going the other way) and 2 punishments
(with 1 goingtheotherway).Theequivalentfigures
from Leung in Table 4 (p65) were 7 rewards (with
none going the other way) and 8 punishments (with
one going the other way).
Similarly, the general pattern (of significant and
non-significant differences between high- and lowachievers) revealed in the percentages of
endorsement and in the average ratings is interesting.
Where punishments are perceived differently by
low- and high-achievers the difference is as likely to
be in one direction as the other. The situation is
however quite different for rewards. A large number
are seen as ineffective by low-achievers in
comparison with high-achievers.
The reverse situation is seldom found; very few
rewards are perceived as more effective by lowachievers compared to high-achievers. The list in
Table 5 (p66) includes '5 minutes free time at the
end of a lesson' (Items A7 and Dl) as a reward for
work and behaviour. The presence of these items in
the list is not surprising; this reward may reflect the
aversive nature of normal classroom activities for
these pupils, and represent a release from that
tedium. Conversely, the perceived effectiveness of
'lines' (C4) as a punishment may lie in the fact that
this technique represents an extreme application of
tedious written work.
The perceived effectiveness of reprimands by the
teacher, private (B3) and public (B1 ) for poor work
is rather surprising; these are after all pupils who
have probably already experienced years of such
treatment, and yet still remain low-achievers.
Table 6 (p66) lists the many items which lowachievers perceived less favourably than highachievers. A striking feature of this list is the number
of items which involve praise or positive feedback
from a member of the school staff. Many of the

items involve explicitly public praise (A3, A4, A8,
#A8, D2, #D2, and D6).
Other items imply that the praise or positive
feedback is to some extent public (eg Al, A4, A9,
D4, D5, D7). A few items concern explicitly private
praise (D8, D9, #D9) for good behaviour. All have
in common the fact that low-achievers, compared to
high-achieving counterparts, believe them to be
ineffective techniques. Among punishments seen
as ineffective are those which involve condemnation
from the teacher, whether public (B5, #B12, Cl, C6,
and C9) or private (B3, B6, C8, and C14).
The writers suggest that many of these rewards
and punishments, reported as ineffective by lowachievers, depend for their effectiveness upon a
close and positive personal relationship with the
leacher(s) concerned, precisely what might be
lacking in the case of low-achieving pupils,
characterised as they are by the disaffection with
teachers and school which was discussed earlier.
Leaving aside any differences that exist between
low- and high-achievers, and turning instead to the
items most frequently endorsed by low-achievers
(Table 7 (p67)) both studies show a measure of
agreement. First, within any one section, there are
items which make their way into the top three in
both studies. The exception to this pattern is section
4 ('encouragement of good behaviour'). Second,
there are i terns which appear across several sections.
For example, 'a good school report' and 'a private
chat with the teacher'. Third, several items are also
in the top three for frequency of endorsement by
high-achievers.
The studies yield interesting data on public versus
private praise. They both suggest that pupils in
Hong Kong tend to perceive public praise as more
effective than private praise.
However, a close inspection of the relevant data
in Tables 1 to 4, reproduced in Table 8 (p67),
suggests that the effect is much stronger and
consistent for high-achievers. In this difference
between high- and low-achievers may lie the
explanation for the conflicting findings from other
studies on this matter mentioned earlier in this
paper.
The findings of the Leung and Ma studies
correspond closely. Nevertheless, there are
differences, and it is likely that these can be explained
by reference to the school effects based on the fact
that every school represents a unique society with
its own practices, values and experiences. Two
examples will illustrate the importance of this simple
fact. Pupils in one school may perceive public
praise as effective because of the way they have
seen a skilled and sensitive teacher use it. Other
pupils will have had less fortunate experiences, and
will have observed it being used ineffectively.
Similarly, some pupils will have the benefit of
attending a school in which notes to parents are used
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in the context of a more general policy of close
partnership between school and parents. Others will
have had less fortunate experiences, and will have
perhaps observed the technique to fail. The Leung
study used four schools at each achievement level,
and so may have avoided this sort of effect to some
extent. However, the possibility remains that some
of the differences between the studies, as well as in
the differences found between low- and highachievers in each study may be the result of school
effects. One way to iron out this effect altogether
would be to study high- and low-achievers in the
same school. However, this would not be possible
in the highly streamed education system of Hong
Kong. In any case, a research design of this sort
would still be open to classroom effects.
The question arises as to the extent to which one
can generalise to pupils in other societies based on
the Hong Kong research described in this paper. An
answer to this question is made difficult by the fact
that little research has been done elsewhere into the
area reported in this paper. However, what little
exists suggests some correspondence between Hong
Kong and elsewhere. For example, in her original
research Caffyn (1987) noted that low-achievers
appear to have different perceptions of reward and
punishment effectiveness than do high-achievers.
Both Hong Kong studies indicate the same
phenomenon. In particular, Caffyn notes that 'five
minutes free time at the end of a lesson' was
particularly frequently endorsed as effective by
low-achievers. This was precisely Ma's finding
(Leung did not include this item in her modified
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questionnaire).
In connection with this, Winter (1991) has
reviewed Hong Kong research in applied behaviour
analysis and notes that it consistently suggests a
correspondence between Hong Kong and Western
(specifically North American, British and
Australian) societies. At least as far as these societies
go, much more seems to link pupils than to
differentiate them.
Finally, what is the relevance of these studies to
the practice of education? First, there is the possibility
thatresearchsuch as this will lead to better behaviour
management, both at the classroom level and at the
level of the school. Thelatterprospect is particularly
exciting. The 'whole school approach' to
behavioural management and guidance has gained
increasing support over recent years. The possibility
is that research such as this, conducted at the
individual school level, could provide a basis for
formulating school policy; policy that teachers
support and therefore implement, that takes account
of the pupil's viewpoint, and that works. It is the
writers' view thai such attempts are more probably
assured if (a) data are collected not only by way of
questionnaires as in this paper but also by way of
interview, observation and experiment, (b) the data
are used as a basis for discussion, not only between
teachers but also between teachers, parents and
pupils, and (c) the data are analysed in a way which
takes account of those pupils in a school, lowachieving and/or disaffected, who have special
needs.
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