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ABSTRACT

Previous research on praising students to improve their motivation and their mindset had mixed
results. This inconsistency was the impetus for this paper. The present study employed a mixed-
method experimental design to examine the effects of effort praise on reading motivation and
mindset of 60 Filipino seventh-grade students who were categorized as frustration-level readers.
They studied English as a second language (ESL) where they were expected to comprehend
various texts with appropriate reading styles based on the Grade 7 curriculum guide of the
Department of Education in the Philippines. Using the Implicit Theory Scale (Dweck et al.,
1995), the study found that effort praise led students in the positive rule group to endorse a
growth mindset, while the students in the inverse rule group adopted a fixed mindset after
receiving effort praise. Moreover, although it may increase reading motivation, the positive
effect of effort praise on struggling ESL readers with fixed and growth mindsets may be short-
term. This paper concludes with a schematic diagram to illustrate and explain how effort praise
affects the mindset and the motivation of struggling ESL adolescents in reading. It also provides
practical recommendations to improve reading teachers’ practice of giving positive feedback,
specifically effort praise.
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INTRODUCTION

Reading is a skill that plays an important role in
personal growth, academic achievement, and civic
participation (OECD, 2019). However, reports
show a decline in reading motivation among
adolescents (Wilkinson et al.,, 2020), a reading
crisis, and an increasing reading gap among this age
group (Estremera & Estremera, 2018; Horowitz,
2017; O'Reilly et al., 2019). According to Fordham
(2006), literacy-related issues should be addressed
since reading comprehension abilities are critical to
the academic achievement of students in junior high
school. Adolescents with reading problems
meanwhile may struggle with feelings of frustration
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because of the system of comparison in school and
“feeling alienated from teachers” (Triplett, 2004, p.
214). These show the importance of supporting
struggling readers and assisting in improving their
motivation (Parhiala et al., 2018).

The positive impact of motivation on reading
skill development and reading achievement is
established in the literature; thus, the challenge for
scholars today is to identify approaches that will
stimulate motivation among middle school students.
One way to achieve this is by praising students’
learning efforts. Students have been shown to
demonstrate a positive attitude toward task
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persistence when they are praised for their effort
(Droe, 2012). Effort praise can also result in an
increase in student enjoyment and motivation to
complete a task and the development of a growth
mindset (Mueller & Dweck, 1998). Since it is
motivational, it can also have a positive effect on
students’ academic performance (Corpus & Lepper,
2007; Droe, 2012; Mueller & Dweck, 1998). Effort
praise, which can come from teachers (Mueller &
Dweck, 1998) or parents (Gunderson et al., 2013),
can help develop a growth mindset. This mindset
can positively affect students by instilling in them
the belief that their intellectual abilities and personal
traits are malleable (Dweck, 2007) and can
influence motivation and performance in different
subjects such as science (Bedford, 2017; Dai &
Cromley, 2014) and mathematics (Blackwell et al.,
2007; Bostwick, et al., 2017; Claro et al., 2016;
Jones et al., 2012; Priess-Groben & Hyde, 2017).

Research also shows that students’ belief about
the relationship between effort and ability can
moderate the effects of effort praise on their
motivation and performance in school (Lam et al.,
2008, Muenks & Miele, 2017). They may believe
that effort and ability are either positively related
(positive rule) or negatively related (inverse rule). In
other words, some students might think that people
with high ability are the ones who work very hard.
They value effort and consider it as an important
tool for success. On the one hand, others may think
that people with low ability need to work harder
than people with high ability to become successful.
For example, a student in the frustration-reading
level must spend more time and study harder to
develop comprehension skills compared with a
student in the independent-reading level. Inverse
rule meanwhile means that effort is only for students
with low ability. When struggling readers believe in
the inverse rule, they may feel unmotivated to read
because of the mindset that their low ability makes
everything extremely difficult.

Despite the number of studies conducted in the
area of reading motivation and mindsets, there are
still gaps that remain in the field. For example, the
tasks in previous studies on the effects of effort
praise were not anchored on the curriculum of the
subject (Xing et al, 2018). Some researchers
conducted their studies in laboratories, which were
unrealistic environments (Gunderson et al., 2013)
and could have an impact on reliability. Growth
mindset studies meanwhile were mostly done in
mathematics and science classes, missing the
concept’s possible application in reading education.
In terms of context, most of the data in past
investigations came from the United States. In sum,
effort praise vis-a-vis reading mindset and
motivation in a local setting is a rich area worth
exploring since no similar studies have been carried
out in the Philippines yet.

The present study aims to fill some of the
identified gaps. Specifically, this research attempts
to clarify the relationship between beliefs on the
effort-ability and  motivation of struggling
adolescent readers and the effects of effort praise on
students’ mindset in the L2 context. This paper also
explores the effects of praise on motivation and
mindset in reading. To address the ecological issues
raised in the literature, the investigation is
conducted in a classroom where a teacher provides
praise to students and uses materials from the
English curriculum of the Department of Education.
Finally, this research gathers data from the
Philippines which can shed light on cultural
differences since most of the studies in this field
were done in the United States. It seeks to answer
the following research questions:

1. Does effort praise lead the seventh graders

to adopt a growth mindset in reading?

2. To what extent will effort praise motivate

the seventh graders even after encountering
a failure in a reading test?

Mindset

Based on the Implicit Theories of Intelligence,
students with a fixed mindset (i.e., entity theory) are
likely to believe that their abilities are stable
(Dweck, 1999b), so they do not expend effort to
develop them. They perceive that if they have high
ability, they do not need to put in much effort to
improve (Dweck, 2008). This is the reason why
most intelligent students with a fixed mindset worry
about proving their ability instead of improving it
(Dweck et al., 2014). They also tend to take on a
performance goal to validate their ability (Dweck &
Yeager, 2019) and to look smart while doing a task
(Dweck, 2008). Fixed-minded students avoid risky
tasks because they think that they might be
embarrassed especially during setbacks. They often
take failure personally and feel ashamed of it
(Dweck, 1999a). Moreover, when students
experience failures during learning, they easily get
unmotivated and give up (Dockterman & Blackwell,
2014), or they resort to cheating (Blackwell et al.,
2007).

In contrast, students who believe that
intelligence is malleable prefer a task where they
can pursue a learning goal (Mueller & Dweck,
1998) because they are more interested in
discovering new knowledge than minding their ego.
This means that despite the challenging task and the
possibility of receiving criticism from other people
they will still pursue learning. They take calculated
risks because they do not fear committing mistakes
which, together with effort, are significant elements
of learning (Dweck, 2008). If they fail, students with
a growth mindset will most likely recover from the
setback by utilizing new strategies for learning
(Grant & Dweck, 2003). They view difficult
situations as opportunities to put more effort into
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overcoming challenges, which in turn help them
improve their abilities, acquire new skills, and
extend their mastery. They understand that effort
can significantly help them grow their abilities
(Dweck, 2007). This growth mindset has resulted in
improvements in student’s grades and performance
in standardized tests (Blackwell et al., 2007; Good
et al., 2003).

To put it simply, a growth mindset promotes
academic tenacity, whereas a fixed mindset makes
students vulnerable to failures (Dweck et al., 2014).
In addition, a growth mindset has an important role
in inculcating students with perseverance and
enthusiasm to learn (Dweck & Yeager, 2019). It
drives them to strive and welcome challenges as
avenues in pursuing a learning goal. It also prods
students to discover learning strategies that will help
them succeed while a fixed mindset leaves them
without any strategies to cope with challenges
(Dockterman & Blackwell, 2014) since they view
effort negatively and are highly concerned about
other people’s judgments.

These two types of mindset (i.e., fixed mindset
and growth mindset) are closely linked to intrinsic
motivation. The former undermines one’s intrinsic
motivation while the latter enhances this. These
mindsets about intelligence are based on the results
of a study that distinguished how students with
different mindsets responded to success and failure
(Dweck et al., 1995). Due to the growth mindset’s
positive effect on intrinsic motivation, several
intervention studies promoting a growth mindset
among students were conducted. Some of these
interventions were done through pen pal writing
(Aronson et al., 2001), mentorship (Good et al.,
2003), workshops (Blackwell et al., 2007), and
online modules (Paunesku et al., 2015). All these
interventions successfully encouraged students of
different ages to adopt a growth mindset; as a result,
their motivation, as well as their grades, improved.

Reading Motivation

In reading motivation, students with a fixed mindset
can be likened to ambivalent readers and averse
readers. Ambivalent readers are students who are
intrinsically motivated to read, but their motivation
is dependent on the kind of reading text or the
reading activity (Guthrie et al., 2009). Similar to
students with a fixed mindset, when they perceive
that their ability is low, they become less persistent
and avoid challenging tasks that produce a negative
judgment. A possible factor for reading avoidance is
when an activity yields a negative evaluation of
their reading competence. Averse readers,
meanwhile, have low intrinsic motivation and high
reading avoidance. These students intentionally
avoid participating in reading activities due to a lack
of interest (Guthrie et al., 2009), reflecting a fixed
mindset in which students actively oppose
challenges.

Avid readers, who have high intrinsic
motivation and low reading avoidance, manifest
some of the characteristics of students with a growth
mindset. They are evidently interested in and enjoy
reading and do not avoid reading activities (Guthrie
et al., 2009). Moreover, Guthrie and his colleagues
found in their study that this group of students has
the strongest reading comprehension.

Praise

Students’” mindsets and motivation can be
influenced by the type of praise given to them
(Dweck, 2007). They usually receive one of the two
types of praise after a successful task performance:
praise for effort and praise for intelligence or ability.
Those who are praised for their effort are more
likely to develop and adopt a growth mindset while
a fixed mindset will be instilled in those who receive
intelligence praise (Dweck, 2007). Additionally,
effort praise is more motivational than ability praise
since it promotes persistence and enjoyment of the
task (Mueller & Dweck, 1998) and makes students
focused on what matters for their motivation and
performance (Dweck, 2008). However, Lam et al.
(2008) contend that effort praise does not always
motivate students, claiming that it can undermine
motivation especially if students believe in the
inverse rule. Thus, the beliefs about the effort-ability
relationship may attenuate the effects of effort praise
on motivation.

Drawing from these discussions, it can be
theorized that when effort praise is given after a
successful reading performance to positive rule
students, it will likely stimulate motivation and
promote a growth mindset in reading, resulting in
improved reading performance. On the other hand,
when praised for effort, inverse rule students may
become less intrinsically motivated and more
avoidant in reading and may develop a fixed
mindset, impairing their reading performance.

METHOD

Research Design

This study employed a mixed-method experimental
design where qualitative and quantitative data were
collected, analyzed, and integrated within the
intervention. This design was appropriate in this
study because it sought to include the personal
experiences of the participants as the qualitative data
during the experiment (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Moreover, this research intended to receive
feedback from the participants after the intervention
to explain the effects of the treatment (Sandelowski,
1996). The quantitative part of the study used a
quasi-experimental design, specifically a non-
equivalent group design where participants were not
randomly assigned to conditions (Cook & Campbell,
1979). A series of assessments were administered
during the experimental session to collect data using
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quantitative measures. Quantitative data were
analyzed to generate findings concerning the effects
of effort praise on students’ reading motivation and
mindset.

Respondents

Data for this study came from 60 Filipino grade
seven students (male= 42, female= 18) initially
classified under the frustration-reading level. They
belonged to two classes in a public junior high
school in Cotabato City, Philippines. They all had
English as a second language (ESL) classes where
they were expected to comprehend various texts
with appropriate reading styles based on the Grade 7
learning guide of the Department of Education.
Grade 7 students were chosen because 1) they deal
with challenges and adjustments during this period
(Dweck, 2016); 2) it was important for them to
develop a growth mindset at this stage to overcome
the challenges of high school; 3) students at this age
can clearly distinguish the effort from the ability
(Nicholls, 1978), and 4) they can understand that
effort is commended whey they are praised. In the
preliminary data gathering, fifty-five percent of the
students believed that effort and ability are
positively related (positive rule) while 45% believed
that effort and ability are negatively related (inverse
rule).

Instruments

This investigation utilized scales and tests adapted
from sources to measure the non-cognitive domains
of the students in reading. Specifically, it used a set

of reading tests and surveys to gauge the
participants’  belief about the effort-ability
relationship, reading motivation, and reading

mindset. These instruments were pilot tested to
ensure reliability. These surveys except the reading
tests were translated into Tagalog by a Filipino
professor since this is the first language of the
participants who had difficulty understanding a
statement written in English.

Beliefs about Effort-Ability Relationship

Students’ beliefs about the relationship between
effort and ability were measured through a Likert
scale formulated by Lam et al. (2008). It was
composed of two questions representing types of
beliefs about effort-ability relationships. The item
that gauged the belief in the positive rule is “If you
work very hard, will you become smarter?” It was
answered through a 4-point scale ranging from 1
(definitely will not) to 4 (definitely will). The
second item reflected the inverse rule: “If you work
very hard and then receive a good result, how much
does this indicate that you are smart?” The
participants responded to a 4-point scale ranging
from 1 (very smart) to 4 (not very smart). The 2-
item scale that was used to determine the effort-
ability relationship beliefs of the students was highly

reliable with a Cronbach alpha coefficient reported
of .84.

The interpretation of beliefs about the effort-
ability relationship was based on the study of Lam et
al. (2008). A higher rating in the first item was
interpreted as higher agreement to smartness and
greater endorsement of the positive rule while a
higher rating in the second was interpreted as lower
agreement to smartness and greater endorsement of
the inverse rule. To determine the overall beliefs of
the students in the effort-ability relationship, the
score in the second item was subtracted from the
score in the first item. If the result was positive, it
indicated the endorsement of the positive rule. If the
result was negative, it indicated the endorsement of
the inverse rule.

Reading Comprehension Tests
Since the participants were readers at frustration
level, two reading comprehension tests for Grade 4
to ensure they were easy and one from Grade 7 for
the difficult test were utilized. The texts and
comprehension  questions, lifted from the
recommended screening test in the Phil-IRI manual,
were required to be read and answered within five
minutes.

The first reading test, which used the 67-word
The Best Part of the Day, was easy, so students had
a high probability of getting a passing grade. To
investigate whether they would persist to take
another test despite the failure and to validate the
argument that effort praise has limited benefits when
hard work results in a failure (Xing et al., 2018), the
second reading test was designed to be difficult. It
was taken from a seventh-grade reading passage,
Telling Time, with 134 words. Finally, the last
reading test, which used the 65-word Ice Cream for
Sale, was as easy as the first test.

Implicit Theory Scale

Students’ mindset was assessed through the Implicit
Theory Scale (ITS) which was considered reliable
because of its high internal reliability (o ranged
from .94 to .98) and a .80 test-retest reliability over
a 2-week interval (Dweck et al., 1995). In the
present study, the Cronbach alpha of the ITS was .7
which had a good internal consistency. It is a 6-
point scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly
disagree) which consists of three statements. In this
research, the word intelligence in statements from
the original instrument was changed to reading
ability. In the test, students’ mindset is considered
fixed if they score 3.0 or below while students are
classified with a growth mindset if they earn an
overall score of 4.0 or above (Dweck et al., 1995).

Reading Motivation Survey

An adapted scale from experimental studies
(Mueller & Dweck, 1998) was used to survey the
intrinsic motivation (i.e., persistence and enjoyment)
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of the participants. Students’ responses were scaled
from 1 (not at all) to 4 (very much). Originally,
there were two constructs included in the previous
survey, but the current study added one construct
based on Guthrie et al.’s (2009) reading motivation
scale. The third construct was coded inversely to
determine the overall reading motivation of the
students after receiving effort praise. This survey
had an overall satisfactory internal consistency (o =
74).

Interview questions

Semi-structured interview questions were asked to
investigate further the impact of teacher’s effort
praise on a student's mindset and motivation in
reading. Students answered nine questions that were
anchored on the theories of effort praise, mindset,
and reading motivation. The questions were ensured
to be clear, so participants could respond to them.
All questions were validated by an expert researcher

and translated into Tagalog for  better
comprehension during the interview.

Procedures

The permission of the school division

superintendent of Cotabato City, Philippines and
subsequently of the principal of the school was
secured first. After, the students were given an
informed consent form with the parent’s approval to
secure their participation in the study.

A Filipino ESL teacher from the public junior
high school was invited to carry out the research
procedure in the pilot study. She was trained to
administer all the instruments prior to the actual data
gathering. The rationale of the study was explained
to her, and a script, containing procedures and the
statements, was provided.

The first part of the data collection was done in
an English class where the participating teacher
asked the students to answer the two questions that
measured their beliefs about the relationship
between effort and ability. The results were used to
group students into two according to their effort
beliefs: positive rule or inverse rule. It took them
three minutes to finish the survey. After that, they
continued with their lesson in English reading.

On the second day, the participating teacher
started class with a review of the lesson. After the
five-minute review, the students were instructed to
complete a set of reading tests as part of their
assessment. They were given three answer sheets
and a score sheet. They were required to finish the
first reading test within five minutes. After
completing it, the teacher collected their answer
sheets and gave them to the researcher who stayed at
the back of the classroom. While the teacher was
explaining the answers in the first test, the
researcher pretended to check their answers and
gave them back immediately to the teacher after a
short discussion. The teacher called the students one
at a time to give the result of the test without

showing them the answer sheets. The students were
not aware that the scores written on their score
sheets were not true. They were given higher points
than their real score on purpose so that the teacher
could articulate the effort praise to the students. She
praised them orally and individually with a smile to
show sincerity by saying, “You got a high score.
You must have worked hard on this reading test.”

After giving the scores to the students and
verbally praising their efforts in reading, the teacher
asked them to answer a short survey on the reading
mindset. When all of them were done, they
proceeded to the second reading test and applied the
same procedures in the first test. However, since the
second test was difficult for students at the
frustration reading level, they were told that they got
low scores. Next, students were asked to evaluate
their persistence on the reading test, their enjoyment
of answering the reading test, and their desire to
avoid the reading test by completing the reading
motivation survey. Finally, the students answered
the third reading test which was easier than the
second test. No more feedback about their score was
given this time.

After the final test, sixteen randomly selected
students were interviewed individually by the
researcher regarding their experiences in the reading
tests and in reading in general. Debriefing was done
after the students completed all the assessments. The
teacher also reminded them not to share their
experiences with others after the experimental
session to ensure the authenticity and validity of
responses of other participants for the subsequent
study.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Effects of Effort Praise on Reading Mindset
Table 1 reports the effects of effort praise on the
reading mindset of the participating students. The
results indicate that effort praise led the students in
the positive rule group to adopt a growth mindset in
reading (M= 3.52, SD= 1.44). In other words, effort
praise seems to instill a belief that reading abilities
are malleable for students who positively view the
relationship between effort and ability. Students in
the positive rule believe that effort correlates with
high ability. For them, the more they exert effort,
the more they improve their ability. Similarly,
students with a growth mindset give high regard to
the effort since they believe that intellectual abilities
can be enhanced over time by working hard (Dweck
& Yeager, 2019). Therefore, students who have a
positive belief in effort-ability relationships will
more likely appreciate effort praise because they
consider hard work as an important aspect in
developing their abilities.

In this study, fifty-eight percent of the students
in the positive rule group manifested a growth
mindset in reading after receiving effort praise,
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suggesting that effort praise can be an effective
strategy to develop a growth reading mindset to the
students in the frustration reading level. This finding
supports the assertion that students praised for their
effort tend to develop a growth mindset than those
praised for their intelligence (Dweck, 2007; Mueller
& Dweck, 1998) and that this mindset can assist in
molding children’s motivational frameworks in
cognitive and sociomoral domains.

Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations on the Reading
Mindset

Reading Mindset Score

EAR Beliefs Group N M SD
Inverse Rule 27 2.22 .69
Positive Rule 33 3.52 1.44

Note. Fixed Mindset = 3.4 and below; Growth Mindset =
3.5 and above. EAR = Effort-Ability Relationship

Although the current study confirms that effort
praise can influence students to adopt a growth
mindset, it argues that this can be made possible
when they have a positive belief in effort-ability
relationships. As observed in this study, when
students, who negatively viewed this relationship,
received effort praise from the teacher after a
successful reading performance, they tended to
espouse a fixed mindset in reading (M= 2.22, SD=
.69). This suggests that, while they believed that
effort was inversely related to low ability, they
perceived that their reading abilities could no longer
be enhanced even if they exerted extra effort. This is
supported by studies that hypothesized that people
with a fixed mindset will see effort as inversely
related to ability across contexts (Muenks & Miele,
2017). If students with a fixed mindset are asked to
exert effort to accomplish a task, they perceive that
they lack ability even if they succeed (Dweck,
1999b). That is why inverse rule students in this
study endorsed a fixed mindset even after receiving
effort praise as they negatively perceived the
relationship of effort and ability.

In a follow-up interview, inverse rule students
showed some characteristics of a fixed mindset. A
majority of them preferred a shorter text, so they
could easily answer the questions. Aside from that,
they reasoned they wanted to read shorter texts to
avoid making mistakes, to prevent difficulty in
reading, and to avoid tiredness. This preference is a
characteristic of a fixed mindset since students who
believe that their intellectual abilities are stable tend
to avoid taking risks for fear of being embarrassed
by setbacks. They often take failure personally and
feel ashamed of it (Dweck, 1999a). In the current
study, it can be assumed that inverse group students
might think that their low reading abilities were
fixed, so they opted to read a shorter text to be safe
from possible failures. This preference for shorter
texts is demonstrated by this exchange from one

interview. English translations are provided in
parentheses.
Researcher: Okay ahh... anong gusto mong teksto
na basahin? maikli ah o mahabang teksto?
(Okay ahh. What type of text do you prefer to
read? Long or short text?)
Student I: Hmm. Maikli po. (Hmm. Short text, Sir)
Researcher: Bakit maikli? (Why?)
Student I: Kasi po madali ko lang po maintindihan
(Because | can easily understand it.)
(Personal Interview I, Inverse Rule Group)

In contrast to those in the inverse rule group,
positive rule students, who developed a growth
mindset after receiving effort praise, preferred long
and difficult texts to extend their learning. Some of
them mentioned that reading long texts could
enhance their reading skills, widen their knowledge
in English, and help them get used to reading
challenging texts. This finding is aligned with that
of Dweck (2007). She reported that students with a
growth mindset perceive difficult situations as
opportunities to exert effort to overcome challenges,
which in turn help them improve their abilities and
acquire new skills. These students understand that
effort can significantly help them grow their abilities
(Dweck, 2007). As a result, effort praise
successfully conveyed a message that hard work is
important to develop their reading abilities.

With these findings, it can be deduced that
effort praise could be effective in stimulating a
growth mindset in reading among students who hold
a positive belief in effort-ability relationships.
However, it seems that it does not always promote a
growth mindset to students in general contrary to the
findings of Dweck (2008). The effectiveness of
effort praise in inculcating a growth mindset in
reading into students could be attenuated by their
negative beliefs in effort-ability relationships. Effort
praise might mean that they need to work harder
because of low innate ability (Amemiya & Wang,
2018). Thus, students at the frustration-reading level
were more likely to believe that their reading
abilities were inherently fixed after being praised for
their effort.

Effects of Effort Praise on Reading Motivation
After encountering a failure in the second reading
test, both inverse rule students (M= 2.94, SD= .52)
and positive rule students (M= 3.34, SD= .32) who
received effort praise from their teachers became
slightly motivated to pursue another reading test
(see Table 2). This means that regardless of their
belief in the relationship of effort and ability,
praising them for their effort in reading may neither
make them less motivated or highly motivated
especially amid setbacks.

To some extent, the present findings do not
affirm the claim that effort praise can undermine
motivation especially if students believe in the
inverse rule (Lam et al., 2008).
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Table 2
Means and Standard Deviations on the Reading
Motivation

Reading Motivation Score

EARBeliefsGroup N M SD

Inverse 27 294 0.52
Positive 33 3.14 0.47

Note. 1.00-1.49= A little, 1.50-2.49= Not at All, 2.50-

3.49 = Slightly, 3.50-4.00 = Very Much

In this study, the use of effort praise was found
comparatively effective in motivating students
including those who had an inverse belief of effort-
ability relationship. In fact, this type of praise
elicited positive emotions among students in both
groups. A majority of them initially felt happy,
inspired, and confident after hearing praise from
their teacher. It was also surprising that no negative
emotions were associated with effort praise by the
students as shown by this interview extract:

Researcher: Ano yung nararamdaman mo nung
sinabi sayo ni ma’am Irish na talagang
pinagsikapan mo daw yung unang test? (What
did you feel when teacher Irish complimented
your effort during your first test?)

Student A: Sobrang saya po para sa akin. (It brings
so much happiness to me.)

Researcher: Bakit? (Why?)

Student A: Kasi parang kasi parang proud po ako
kasi pinaghirapan ko po talaga yun. (It made
me proud of myself since | really strived hard
for it.)

(Personal Interview A, Positive Rule Group)

Moreover, some students who struggled in
reading expressed their desire to hear this type of
praise since it could boost their confidence in
reading especially challenging texts with difficult
words. It shows that effort praise can persuade
students to persist despite having trouble in reading
atext.

Student G: Gusto ko pong marinig yun para sir
madagdagan pa po yung lakas ng loob ko na
mag basa ng mahirap na salita po sir. (I want
to receive that kind of praise (effort praise) to
gain more confidence in reading difficult
words.)

(Personal Interview G, Positive Rule Group)

Previous studies confirmed that effort praise
had a positive influence on the task persistence of
students. For example, a series of studies revealed
that effort praise significantly increased the task
persistence of the seventh graders (Mueller &
Dweck, 1998). Similarly, Droe (2012) found that
students’ task persistence improved in completing
all the pairs in rhythm sets due to the effort praise
that was given to them.

Nonetheless, effort praise has its downsides in
motivation. Although it was observed in this study
that the student beliefs on effort and ability

relationship did not moderate the effects of effort
praise on motivation, contrary to findings of Lam et
al. (2008), effort praise may backfire due to prior
setbacks experienced by the students in reading. For
example, most of the students in both groups
conveyed negative emotions after receiving a failing
mark in the second test. They felt disheartened and
hurt because of the undesirable outcomes of their
reading performance. In addition, some of the
inverse rule students began to doubt their reading
abilities because of the failure. Student H said, “It
hurts because I failed, Sir.” A similar feeling was
expressed by Student O during the interview, “I
slightly feel that I’m not that good at reading every
time I fail.”

Effort praise might have limited benefits if
hard work resulted in failure (Xing et al., 2018).
Although it may motivate students to some certain
extent, it gradually diminishes the level of their
motivation when confronted with difficulty. In
addition, effort praise may be interpreted by
adolescents as an indication of a lack of ability
(Amemiya & Wang, 2018) as this often happens
among students who experienced being stigmatized
for having a low ability. In relation to reading,
students at the frustration-reading level often
perceive themselves as unsuccessful readers
(McLaughlin & Rasinski, 2015) and usually lose
enjoyment in reading and associate it with awful
experiences (Padak & Potenza-Radis, 2010). Hence,
when effort praise is given to them for doing well in
a task, they react negatively because they remember
their previous or present failures.

In this study, the students in both groups
initially expressed positive emotions on motivation
after receiving effort praise. However, it had a
fleeting positive effect on their reading motivation
when difficulty arose. When students were asked
how they felt about their performance in the more
challenging reading test, none of them provided an
optimistic response, suggesting that effort praise
may weaken the reading motivation of students,
especially those at the frustration level, if their work
results in a failure.

To illustrate the results of the two research
questions, this study presents a schematic diagram
that explains how effort praise affects the reading
mindset and reading motivation of the students with
different effort-ability relationship beliefs (Figure
1). Effort praise can help positive rule students at
frustration-reading level develop a growth mindset
or the belief that reading abilities are malleable. If
this is the case, then one can surmise that effort
praise can be an effective strategy in stimulating a
growth mindset in reading among students with
difficulties in reading comprehension (Dweck,
2007).
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Figure 1

A Schematic Diagram of the Effects of Effort Praise on Mindset and Motivation in Reading

Nevertheless, effort praise can be detrimental
because it can lead students to think that they must
exert effort due to their low inherent ability
(Amemiya & Wang, 2018). Participants in the study
developed a fixed mindset after receiving effort
praise, showing that its impact on developing a
growth mindset is mitigated by negative beliefs in
effort-ability relationships. Effort praise might also
have a limited impact on improving performance if
received by inverse rule students with a fixed
mindset. In fact, the data of the study showed that it
can even impair the performance of students who
saw their abilities as stable as they got easily
demotivated and gave up on their tasks (Dockterman
& Blackwell, 2014). Students might opt not to exert
effort to enhance their reading skills, which could
result in poor performance.

This study likewise found that students who
received effort praise became slightly motivated to
read another text, but this effect might not transpire
if students negatively interpret it by thinking that
effort and ability were inversely related (Lam et al.,
2008). Although it may increase motivation, the
positive effect of effort praise on L2 struggling
readers may be short-term. The data also showed
that effort praise may elicit positive emotions, but

Effort Praise
Positive Rule Inverse Rule
Growth Fixed
Reading Reading
Mindset Mindset
A 2 2
Increased
Reading T Setbacks
Motivation

Impaired
Reading
Motivation

students will feel disheartened when faced with
reading challenges or setbacks (Xing et al., 2018).
Thus, regardless of students’ belief in the
relationship of effort and ability, praising the
struggling readers for their effort in reading may not
be able to sustain their motivation in reading when
the text or reading activity becomes difficult.

CONCLUSION

This present study examined the effects of effort
praise on the mindset and the reading motivation of
Filipino ESL struggling readers. However, unlike
past studies, this research considered the beliefs of
students on effort-ability relationships that shed
light on the inconsistencies of the previous
researchers’ arguments regarding the effectiveness
of effort praise. The novel findings revealed by this
research may inform ESL teachers on the proper
administration of effort praise to students after a
successful performance in reading.

In this study, effort praise affects the mindset
of the students at the frustration reading level who
have different effort-ability relationship beliefs. For
students who believed that high effort correlates
with high ability, effort praise may lead them to

Copyright © 2020, authors, e-ISSN: 2502-6747, p-ISSN: 2301-9468

608



Indonesian Journal of Applied Linguistics, 11(3), January 2022

adopt a growth mindset in reading. In other words,
when they received an effort praise, they began to
think that their reading abilities are malleable and
can be developed through effort. Moreover, the
students in the positive rule group manifested some
characteristics of a person who endorses a growth
mindset. For example, the majority of them
preferred long and difficult texts to extend their
learning. Some of the students also mentioned that
reading long texts can improve their reading skills,
widen their knowledge in English, and help them get
used to reading challenging texts.

However, effort praise may have a negative
effect on the mindset of the students who believed
that effort and ability are negatively related. This
type of praise can influence the students in the
inverse rule group to view their reading abilities as
fixed entities. Additionally, students in the
frustration reading level were more likely to believe
that their reading abilities are inherently fixed after
being praised for their effort. This finding was
supported by their responses to the interview. Most
of them preferred a shorter text to answer the
questions easily after the reading text. Aside from
that, they reasoned out that they wanted to read
short texts to avoid making mistakes or encounter
difficulty in reading, and not to get tired easily.
Students in the inverse rule group, who received an
effort praise, began to think that their low reading
abilities were fixed, so they opted to read a shorter
text to be safe from possible failures.

In addition, the findings of this study revealed
that effort praise slightly motivated the students in
both groups after encountering a failure in the
second reading test. To substantiate this finding, the
qualitative data indicated that students who were
praised for their effort initially felt happy, inspired
and confident. Moreover, some students who
struggled in reading expressed their desire to hear
this type of praise since it can boost their confidence
in reading, specifically comprehending challenging
texts with difficult words. It implies that effort
praise can also persuade students to persist despite
having trouble in reading a text. Although it was
motivational to some extent, effort praise had a
fleeting effect on reading motivation. Students in the
frustration reading level were easily affected by
setbacks in reading. Regardless of their beliefs in
effort-ability relationship, most of them conveyed
negative emotions after receiving a failing mark in
the second test. They felt disheartened and began to
doubt their reading abilities because of the
undesirable outcomes of their reading performance.

Based on the findings, this study recommends
that ESL teachers ensure that the student learning
environment is free from the competition (Nicholls,
1984) to enable them to shift from inverse rule to
positive rule because the environment plays a
crucial role in this (Muenks & Miele, 2017). Instead,
it is best to place students in a task-involved

situation where they can concentrate on their
personal growth and development of their
competence and which encourages them to judge
ability similar to skills that can be enhanced over
time through hard work (Muenks & Miele, 2017).
Teachers should also aim to develop students’
growth mindset which is shown to result in better
academic performance (Mueller & Dweck, 1998), to
promote academic tenacity (Dweck et al., 2014), to
develop learning strategies (Dockterman &
Blackwell, 2014), and to enhance their resilience in
the face of difficulties. One way to promote a
growth mindset is to use effort praise to students,
including those who are struggling. Teachers should
regularly praise the efforts of their students as this
can eventually lead to better reading skills.
Educators should likewise emphasize effort in
teaching reading by following a more process-
oriented approach to teaching where skills are given
prominence. The effort of students in reading should
also be considered in assessing their reading skills
since this will demonstrate the value of hard work.
This will also minimize students’ guessing of
answers and provide teachers an idea of the thinking
process behind their answers. Finally, teachers
should properly process the setbacks students
experience and explain that these are part of
learning to avoid demotivation on the part of
learners. They can also use process-focused
criticism (Dweck, 2008) to make them understand
how to do better in reading next time.
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