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ABSTRACT 
Fostering an active learning environment for students to become motivated and engaged in 

learning is essential in terms of both teaching and classroom management. The concerns how 

evaluative feedback used as praise hereafter affects students’ motivation in the classroom depend 

on the messages students receive from their teachers. This research was conducted on the effects 

of six different kinds of teachers’ praise on students’ cognition, involving 50 students and five 

instructors from three universities in Hanoi. The study was based on the case study with the data 

collected through observation and semi-structured interviews. The findings revealed that six types 

of teachers’ praise were perceived differently by students. The results would benefit educators to 

create an active and innovative setting for learning and teaching success.  
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CẢM NHẬN CỦA SINH VIÊN ĐỐI VỚI LỜI KHEN  

NHƯ LÀ CÔNG CỤ TĂNG CƯỜNG SỰ GIAO TIẾP TRONG LỚP HỌC 
 

Vũ Văn Tuấn  
Trường Đại học Luật Hà Nội 

 

TÓM TẮT 
Tạo môi trường tích cực cho sinh viên được khuyến khích, kích thích tham gia vào học tập là rất 

quan trọng đối với việc giảng dạy và quản lý lớp học. Mối quan tâm là làm thế nào để các lời khen 

đánh giá sinh viên thúc đẩy họ tham gia vào quá trình học phụ thuộc vào tín hiệu mà sinh viên 

nhận được từ giảng viên. Nghiên cứu đánh giá tầm ảnh hưởng của 6 loại khen khác nhau của giảng 

viên tác động đến nhận thức của sinh viên. Nghiên cứu này bao gồm 50 sinh viên và 5 giảng viên 

ở 3 trường đại học tại Hà Nội. Dữ liệu thu thập thông qua nghiên cứu tình huống dựa trên quan sát 

lớp học và phỏng vấn bán cấu trúc. Kết quả của nghiên cứu chỉ ra rằng sinh viên cảm nhận các lời 

khen là hoàn toàn khác nhau. Kết quả của nghiên cứu mang lại ích lợi cho người làm giáo dục tạo 

ra một môi trường năng động và sáng tạo phục vụ cho sự thành công của việc giảng dạy.  

Từ khoá: Lời khen; công cụ tăng cường sự giao tiếp; sự cảm nhận; nhận thức. 
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1. Introduction 

Teacher praise plays a vital part in terms of 

encouragement and motivation for 

communication transaction in the classroom. 

In educational settings, being noticed and 

appreciated for their good behaviours, students 

actively participate in learning activities. In 

fact, the strength of teacher praise positively 

influences students’ intrinsic motivation to 

learn [1], [2], promotes positive student 

behavior [3], [4], fosters their academic 

engagement and achievement [5], [6], and 

helps to build self – esteem [7] as well as 

enhances a teacher-student relationship [8]. 

Actually, giving praise has been reported to be 

one of the most long-recognized and essential 

skills for language teachers and the strategies, 

teachers also find it the easiest to implement in 

the classroom [9].  

OALD9 [10] defines the term “praise” as a 

word that shows approval of or admiration for 

somebody/something. Similarly, Canter & 

Canter [11] regard praise as positive 

recognition, sincere and meaningful attention 

for behaving according to expectations. It can 

be said that praise is regarded as positive 

reinforcement, as a rewarding stimulus or as 

an important device that teachers should 

frequently use to activate, and motivate 

desirable behaviours in some actions. It is 

necessary to differentiate between praise and 

feedback. Clearly, praise always provides 

feedback, yet not all feedback might be 

praise. To put it simply, when giving praise 

statements, teachers inform students about the 

condition of the answer which is acceptable 

or not. If commenting “okay”, “all right”, 

“correct” or giving a letter grade or 

percentage score, teachers are providing 

feedback not the praise. Besides, praise 

sounds more personal than feedback in the 

sense that praise expresses positive teacher 

emotions such as surprise, pleasurability, 

excitement, admiration and/or places the 

student’s behaviour in context by giving 

information about its value or its implication 

about the student’s status. Thus, praise is “a 

form of feedback that conveys information 

about the correctness or appropriateness of 

answers and other behaviours, as well as 

information about the teacher’s positive 

regard for the behaviours” [12, p. 32]. 

Effort praise concentrates on the effort or 

specific strategy students use to complete a 

task, thus noticing the essence and merit of an 

accomplishment [13], such as “Wow! You did 

great! You must have worked hard on this.” 

Ability praise - trait-oriented or person praise 

- appreciates work only as a reflection of 

ability [14], like “Wow! You did well on this 

task! You are very smart,” would be an 

illustration of this type of praise. General 

praise is directed either at no one in particular 

or an individual, it is generic in its use, for 

example “Great job, class!” or “Well done, 

Tonny.” General praise lacks credibility 

because it takes no effort at all for a praiser to 

give a compliment without having paid any 

attention to the performance of people, 

whereas specific praise focuses on an 

individual student and very specific 

information or descriptive feedback [15], such 

as “Great job explaining absolute value, 

John”. Thus, specific praise informs students 

about not only their correction, but also 

meaningfulness. Verbal praise occurs when 

the teacher follows a student action or 

response with some type of positive comment 

[16] such as “Good,” or “That’s right”, while 

non-verbal praise refers to the use of some 

physical action to send a message of approval 

for some student actions or responses as 

“thumb-up” or OK signs.  

As noted from the other studies in this field, 

not many studies have been carried out the 6 

kinds of teacher praise at the tertiary level. 

From the findings of this research, some 

implications for teaching and learning would 

be proposed to harvest the fruits of teaching 

and learning to meet the expectations of both 

educators and students.  
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2. Method 

The study employed the descriptive statistics by 

combining both quantitative and qualitative 

methods in terms of classroom observation and 

semi-structured interview to obtain the data. As 

clearly stated by Allwright & Bailey [17], 

observation is a form of “naturalistic inquiry”, 

which is adopted to investigate what really 

happens in a classroom. In order to give insights 

into the students’ perception of teacher praise, 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

praised students. The choice of semi-structured 

rather than structured interview was employed 

because it offered sufficient flexibility to 

approach different respondents differently while 

still covering the same areas of data collection 

[18]. After each observation session, the praised 

students participated in the interview with the 

specified questions based on the framework of 

students’ perception, specifically their cognitive 

(self-awareness), affective (preference) and 

conative (motivation to study). 

2.1. Participants 

The studied comprised of 50 third-year 

students and 5 instructors from 3 universities 

in Hanoi, namely Hanoi Law University, 

Foreign Trade University, and National 

Academy of Public Administration. The 

students involved in 6 male participants (12%) 

and 44 female respondents (88%). 46% came 

from urban areas and 54% from rural living. 

They had studied English for seven years in 

secondary schools, and for two years as 

university students. As juniors, they were 

familiar with the teaching style of their 

teachers, and were active and cooperative with 

their classmates as well. After classroom 

observation sessions, the total number of the 

praised students was 30. They were treated as 

the subjects of the interviews. Four of them 

(13.3%) were male and twenty-six (86.7%) 

were female. In terms of GPA, these students 

could be divided into two groups; high-

achievers (63.3%) and low-achievers (36.7%). 

Besides, two female and three male teachers 

who were in charge of teaching the third – 

year students took part in this research. They 

were all aged from 25 to 45. They had a 

minimum of three-year teaching experience 

and a maximum of 23 years of that. 

2.2. Procedures 

Data collection during the observation period 

lasted 4 weeks. Data were collected in each of 

5 lecturers, resulting from a total of 20 class 

visits (each visit - 45 minutes/lesson) thanks to 

classroom activities such as lecture-giving, 

tutorials, exercise-checking and students’ 

presentation. They also ranged from individual 

seatwork to entire class oral discourse. Each 

observation session lasted 50 minutes. During 

observation procedure, the students’ names 

who earned teacher praise and the statements 

of teacher praise or any other accompanying 

factors were noted. After each observation 

session, these students were invited to join in 

semi-structured interviews with 10 prepared 

questions. Finally, the two sources of 

information were studied correlatively so that a 

thorough understanding of the students’ 

perception of teacher praise was compromised 

and presented. Based on the notes from 

observation forms, the types of praise were 

found out with the number of occurrence, 

mean, standard deviation, and the students for 

semi-structured interviews were selected.  

3. Results and Discussions  

3.1. Different types of teacher praise 

Table 1. The presentation of different types 

 of teacher praise 

No. 
Type of 

praise 

Times of 

occurrence 
Mean 

Standard 

Deviation 

1 Effort 10 2.0 0.7 

2 Ability 5 1.0 1.2 

3 Specific 10 2.0 1.0 

4 General 20 4.0 2.0 

5 Verbal 28 5.6 2.3 

6 
Non-

verbal 
14 2.8 1.9 
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The total number of praise given was 30, among 

which mean frequencies were computed for 

each type of praise as shown in Table 1. 

As glimpsed from Table 2, not much 

difference in the times of occurrence between 

the four types of praise namely non-verbal 

(2.8%), effort & specific (2.0% equally), and 

ability (1.0%). On the other hand, there were 

statistically great discrepancies in the 

appearance of specific versus general praise, 

verbal versus non-verbal praise. As noted 

during the class observation, effort praise was 

delivered when the teachers appreciated 

students for their successful or brave attempt, 

and task fulfillment. Such illustrations were 

Good attempt, Well-done. Congratulations!, 

or Your best effort. Meanwhile, ability praise 

was given in the case of intelligence or 

competence of the students, such as Very 

smart!, That’s good!, … General praise could 

be such one- or two-word compliments as 

Good job!, Very good or structured in That’s 

+ adjective!. In contrast, specific praise 

tended to be longer and varied in structures. It 

is also noticeable that very few number of 

non-verbal praise went alone. Often such 

non-verbal praise as nodding, smiling or 

thumb-up sign was integrated with verbal 

praise, but not vice versa. During the 

observation process, it was interesting to 

recognize that rate and types of praise seemed 

to depend on not only student behaviour or 

performance but also the teacher’s 

personality, teaching style, and kind of 

activities that teachers carried out in the 

classroom settings.  

3.2. Students’ preference for different types 

of teacher praise 

Table 2 presented the students’ preference for 

different types of praise with regard to students’ 

inclination to the three dimensions of praise. 

In terms of effort praise and ability, there was 

not very different. As for the preference for 

ability praise, 46.7% of respondents was 

grouped while 53.3% preferred effort praise 

because of their liking for hard work or 

strategies for task fulfillment with a hope of 

being acknowledged. This fact was opposite to 

the finding by Burnett (2001) [19] with effort 

praise (84%) and ability praise (16%). In short, 

these facets of praise would not influence a 

university student in Vietnam the same way in 

comparison with younger students. When 

considering general praise versus specific 

praise, the finding showed that clear 

explanation and constructive feedback in the 

specific praise helped students build their 

confidence as the possibility of 

misunderstanding was somehow avoided. The 

finding revealed that specific praise earned 

70% and general praise 30%. This result was 

similar to that of Bear [20], & Robins [21]. 

When compared between verbal and non-

verbal praises, the discrepancies were quite 

remarkable. Most students preferred the 

detailed praises – verbal praise (86.7% - 

instead of non-verbal praise (13.3%). This 

finding was quite different from Bani [22], 

which claimed that non-verbal praise could 

serve as positive intervention instrument and 

impact on children’s behavior. 

Table 2. Students’ preference for different types  

of teacher praise 

Types of teacher praise 
Students’ preference 

(in percentage) 

Effort 53.3% 

Ability 46.7% 

Specific 70.0% 

General 30.0% 

Verbal 86.7% 

Non – verbal 13.3% 

3.3. High-achievers versus low-achievers in 

preference for teacher praise 

The data presented in the table 3 below was 

the result of 20 class visits with the uneven 

praises from teachers for 19 high achievers 

and 11 low ones. There were quite differences 

in the figures here. This data showed that 

high-achievers (63.2% for ability) wanted to 

prove their intelligence, their capability which 

in turn inspired them to higher levels of 
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challenge. Whereas, low-achievers expected 

to receive teacher praise for their hard work, 

skills and strategies for given task fulfillment 

that led them to increase attempt and enhance 

skills even the mistakes in the learning 

process (81.8% for effort).  

Table 3. The comparison between high-achievers’ 

and low-achievers’ preference for teacher praise 

Types of 

teacher 

praise 

High-achievers’ 

preference 

(in percentage) 

Low-achievers’ 

preference 

(in percentage) 

Effort 36.8% 81.8% 

Ability 63.2% 18.2% 

Specific 68.4% 27.3% 

General 31.6% 72.7% 

Verbal 84.2% 90.9% 

Non – verbal 15.8% 9.1% 

4. Conclusion 

Teacher praise creates a worthy atmosphere 

where students feel supported and 

appreciated, it is also regarded as a classroom 

communicative reinforce device in motivating 

students to be active in the learning process. In 

this study, university students perceived verbal 

and specific praises in a more motivating way 

than the other types because of their apparent 

recognition and accurate information about 

their performance which was given by their 

teachers during the course of the lesson. 

Among six types of teacher praise, specific 

praise could influence better students’ self-

concept because it helped them value what 

they had performed. The perception of praise 

was also different between high-achievers and 

low-achievers in that high achievers preferred 

ability praise while low achievers desired 

effort praise. From these findings, teachers 

should choose the best strategies and use their 

praises flexibly for different students. In 

summary, it is advisable for teachers to know 

how to understand and compromise different 

students’ learning styles in the classroom to 

create a more equitable and satisfying learning 

settings for all students to do their best. 

5. Implications  

To cultivate the teaching skills, teachers need 

to master their praises for different groups of 

multi-level students in the classroom. From 

the finding of this research, it can be said that 

praise is an essential and inseparable device 

in teaching and learning process. Thus, the 

more teachers use the correct praise for 

different groups of students, the more 

students perceive in terms of proud feeling, 

happiness and satisfaction, and motivation.  

It is advisable for teachers to use their praise 

wisely. In fact, students come from different 

socio-economic status families, and have 

different individual traits, social and cultural 

background, they should be categorized to 

receive suitable teacher praise. In practice, 

effective praise should be sincere, fair and 

sensitive to students’ preferences. To do this 

effectively, teachers should use apply 

distinctive and diverse praises on their 

students’ learning styles.  

This study sheds light on the fact that praise is 

regarded as a reinforce which stimulates the 

recipients of teacher praise to promote that 

actions more and more. In fact, being noticed 

and appreciated for having done some right, 

students are active to involve and commit to 

participate in the learning activities.  
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