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Resource 14: Rewarding difficult pupils in elementary schools 

Most pupils are very tolerant, and can accept that we are all different. They
need to be kept informed about the reasons for special treatment. They 
can usually understand the notion that a pupil needs help to learn to behave
well or finds it harder than they do to stay in the right place. They need 
to know that you think well of them. They need lots of rewards as well.

Any intensive reward scheme should lead to an improvement in the difficult
pupil’s behaviour. The adults will need to monitor this carefully. The
improvement may be very small. This is fine, as long as it’s maintained. The
rewards and what the pupil has to do to get them will have to be adjusted
frequently. The targets should be very specific and achievable. The pupil will
need to be a part of this process. 

You can harness peer pressure to help a difficult pupil. If you have a class
reward system, house points or table points, then let the pupil’s rewards
build towards a group pay-off. This encourages other pupils to help him 
(or her). He becomes the star. You can have certain days or activities
where he gets double points if he gets it right.

It is not usually enough just to have an intensive reward system. That is a bit
like saying ‘This pupil needs to write in sentences, so I will reward him every
time he does’. You would normally also teach him how to and give him lots
of structured practice. In other words, you may need to think about how 
to enable a difficult pupil to reach his behaviour targets. 

The intensive rewards system is a very large carrot to encourage certain
behaviour, but it does not entirely let the pupil off the hook of other
expectations. The normal school rules should apply, for those occasions
when the pupil is behaving badly. Otherwise pupils can say ‘He gets away
with things because he’s on the star chart!’ 

Trouble can arise when there is confusion about what is actually a reward.
For example, one pupil is allowed to stay in at lunchtime and play on the
computer for months and months. The rest of the group, who have been
shivering in the rain outside, will see this as the pupil being rewarded. The
adults see it as a way of managing his violent outbursts at lunchtime. This
problem can be helped by allowing other pupils to join in, on a rota basis.
This encourages social interaction and reduces envy. Once again, you will
also need to be planning support and activities to enable the pupil to
manage his outbursts. He can’t play on the computer forever!


