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ABSTRACT 

This research aimed to explore the effects of teachers’ positive and negative reinforcement on students’ English learning 

engagement when they learn English as additional languages (EAL). A total of 135 college students with English as 

additional languages voluntarily participated in this study. To explore the relationship between research variables, we 

divided participants into three groups by applying three treatments of positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement 

and inaction (control group) respectively in a stimulative classroom situation, and conducted the modelling analysis by 

using Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-Student (UWES-S). The results showed that there are significant differences in 

the investment intention, vitality, dedication and absorption among the three groups. To be specific, students with 

positive reinforcement had the highest level of engagement in English learning, followed by those with negative 

reinforcement, and students without any reinforcement had the lowest level of engagement in it. In conclusion, the 

present study indicated that EAL students with positive reinforcement had higher levels of engagement in English 

learning than those of negative reinforcement. Therefore, increasing the appropriate use of positive reinforcement for 

EAL students in their English learning will be implications for future studies. 

Keywords: EAL learners, positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, English learning, Chinese 

students, learning engagement 

1. INTRODUCTION 

With the globalization of the world, a huge number of 

people endeavor to master an additional language for 

their personal or societal success [1]. English thus 

becomes one of the main goals of second language 

learning because of its worldwide popularity and 

dominant status. Taking mainland China as an example, 

over 390 million people speak English as a second 

language [2]. However, learning a new language could 

encounter challenges from many aspects, such as 

different cultural backgrounds, learning styles and 

linguistic structures [3, 4]. Studies have found that 

Burrhus Frederic Skinner’s reinforcement theory plays 

an important role when students are learning an 

additional language [5, 6]. Therefore, this study is to 

explore the effect of using different reinforcement 

strategies in the classroom on EAL (English as an 

additional language) students’ levels of engagement in 

English learning. 

1.1. English Learning of EAL students 

English language plays a prominent status in EAL 

students’ daily life as well as educational undertaking [7]. 

As Oanh [8] declares, English is the ideal partner for any 

global language, especially in the multilingual 

backgrounds of Asia, where the combination between 

English and local languages has become a creative and 

natural identity marker for English multilingual users. On 

the academic side, an increasing numbers of Asian 

English-language academic journals are published in 

English which is close to the norms of native English in 

Anglophone countries [9]. Almost all Asian countries 

regard English as the first language after their native 

language, which has led to a commitment to produce 

qualified English speakers; thus, English is progressively 
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introduced into Asian schools as the first “foreign 

language” for most children [9]. 

Nevertheless, learning English as an additional 

language inevitably faces obstacles and difficulties, such 

as cultural diversity, language learning strategies and 

learner motivations. As Raju and Joshith [4] claim, 

despite knowing the significance of English, students’ 

different cultural backgrounds make them confused 

about adapting to a new language because it has a 

different structure, vocabulary and grammar from their 

native language. In addition, English as a foreign 

language has some special styles and needs specific 

techniques in learning processes [7]; however, there has 

undesirable learning atmosphere of foreign language for 

EAL students in many Asian countries, with inadequate 

educational resources and unclear educational policies 

[4, 10]. More importantly, a lack of motivation and 

interest is a frequent issue experienced by EAL learners. 

Since learning an additional language is considered as an 

effort-demanding task, students are likely to be expected 

to concentrate their all attention and efforts on learning 

tasks, which may be viewed as boring and unimportant in 

such process of long-term effort [11]; such circumstance 

would lead to their loss of learning motivation. 

Furthermore, Children may lose their interests in learning 

English through constant repetition of words and 

sentences, driving their perfunctory work [4]. In this 

context, many studies, led by Gardner, have emphasized 

and demonstrated students’ anxiety and resistance in 

learning new languages, which stemmed from the fear of 

negative evaluation and the risks they could take when 

trying unknown languages [12].  

However, there is insufficient research on this kind of 

learning and teaching and few related literature and 

materials. Therefore, an in-depth exploration of effective 

learning theories and instructional strategies for English 

as an Additional language (EAL) learners becomes 

particularly necessary and meaningful. This research is 

conducive to expand the scope of such kind of study, 

involving the analysis of psychology, linguistics, 

pedagogy and other fields to further expand the research 

direction of this kind of topic. 

1.2. Reinforcement theory 

Reinforcement theory emerged from operant 

conditioning studied by Skinner, which is a learning 

mode of behaviourism [12]. Plenty of researchers clarify 

that reinforcement is a core concept for human beings to 

acquire skills and performance competence [13, 14]. In 

fact, reinforcement theory emphasizes to increase the 

probability of a behaviour to stimulate the occurrence of 

a response or a stimulus event [13, 15-17], which largely 

influences the facilitative effect on teaching and learning. 

Reinforcement theory includes positive and negative 

reinforcement, which have different effects on learning 

in the classroom [18]. Positive reinforcement refers to 

repeating a particular stimulus event for rewarded 

responses to enhance a specific learning behaviour [19]; 

for example, teachers may provide students praises and 

rewards for getting high scores of quizzes to increase the 

continuity of getting high scores. Negative 

reinforcement refers to motivating students’ particular 

behaviour in order to remove or avoid unfavourable 

effects [19], such as reducing homework if students get 

high scores in quizzes. The application of positive 

reinforcement in teaching has been more prevalent in the 

past, it is only recently several researchers have called for 

more attention to the importance of negative 

reinforcement and pointed out the effectiveness of 

reinforcement by escaping or avoiding “something 

perceived as aversive” [20]. 

Viewing from an objective standpoint, there is no 

doubt about the validity of Skinner’s reinforcement 

theory in learning theory and classroom management 

[19]. As for students, the application of external 

motivation as a form of reinforcement, which can be seen 

as an operant conditioning to develop students’ learning 

passions on particular tasks, can play a role in their 

positive learning outcomes to some extent [12]. 

Meanwhile, Skinner applies reinforcement by 

emphasizing immediate feedback, scaffolding, and 

ensuring students’ success, which has actually been 

regularly practiced among most educational institutions 

[19]. As for educators, reinforcement can positively 

develop their teaching processes. Woolfolk and Margetts 

[21] point that three essential responsibilities of teachers 

are to create motivation, influence lifelong learning and 

achieve cognitive development for students; in this case, 

investigating whether students' learning outcomes and 

performance are influenced by reinforcement from the 

external environment becomes essential since it can help 

educators identify and adjust appropriate teaching 

methods.  

Looking over the reinforcement theory for additional 

language learning, most literature is limited to specific 

external factors, such as Krashen's [22] advocacy of 

semantic input and English reading ability and Hymes's 

[23] ability to acquire vocabulary in situations, etc. 

However, there are few studies associating Skinner's 

reinforcement theory with internal learning motivation to 

improve the effect of additional language learning. 

Additionally, little research in the field regarding middle 

school students. Middle school is generally considered an 

essential stage of development in mental thinking and 

other aspects which requires the assistance of external 

forces to regulate their learning habits. Our experimental 

situation is thus set for middle school, so as to make up 

for the blank of this kind of research. 
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1.3. Reinforcement and English Learning 

Engagement  

As Gardner et al. [12] have discussed, the lack of 

learning motivation and anxiety and resistance to 

learning a new language is a very important dilemma for 

EAL students. Skinner's learning theory opens up a new 

way for this problem. Lai Xiaojing [24] and others put 

forward the feasibility of applying reinforcement theory 

to second language learning. Reinforcement can 

effectively improve students' motivation through external 

means, which is consistent with the second language 

learning barriers. Therefore, this experiment attempts to 

explore whether different reinforcement can effectively 

enhance students' engagement in English additional 

language. As Seifert & Sutton [12] explain, for students, 

the application of external motivation can play a role in 

their positive learning outcomes to some extent. In the 

article "An introduction to positive reinforcement 

training and its benefits", Heidenreich [20] discussed the 

reinforcement effects of positive reinforcement, negative 

reinforcement and punishment, and finally found that 

positive reinforcement has the best effect, while negative 

reinforcement and punishment are not recommended. 

Given these considerations, the purpose of the present 

study is conducted to the differences of students' learning 

engagement in different reinforcement situations. We 

expect that both positive and negative reinforcement 

can promote students' learning engagement and the 

effect of positive reinforcement is greater than that of 

negative reinforcement. 

1.4. The significant of the research 

This research aims to improve and enrich the relevant 

theories and literature on English learning. As a non-

native English-speaking region in East Asia, there is a 

large gap in theory and achievements in the application 

of second language learning and teaching. Therefore, this 

research is conducive to enrich the teaching theory of 

EAL, and has a positive significance to expand the scope 

of this kind of research. This research involves the 

analysis of psychology, linguistics, pedagogy and other 

fields to further expand the research direction of this kind 

of topic. 

In terms of practical significance, as mentioned 

above, with the prevalence of global internationalization, 

the number of EAL students is increasing, which is very 

important to solve the learning dilemma of EAL. 

According to the low learning enthusiasm of EAL 

students, our research takes Skinner's reinforcement 

theory as the guiding ideology, and finds out the possible 

internal problems in EAL learning, which can explore 

new implementable methods, so as to explore a new 

direction for English learning. 

 

1.5. The present study 

This research attempts to explore how positive and 

negative reinforcement affect the English learning 

engagement of EAL learners. The degree of engaging in 

English learning, positive and negative reinforcement are 

the research variables in our study. In order to explore the 

relationship between the variables, 135 college students 

were divided into three groups: positive reinforcement 

group, negative reinforcement group and control group. 

These three groups of participants were reinforced in 

different method through the situation test, and their 

English learning engagement was measured by the 

Utrecht Work Engagement Scale- Student (UWES-S). 

We hypothesis that both positive and negative 

reinforcement will promote students' English learning 

engagement, and further, the effect of positive 

reinforcement is greater than that of negative 

reinforcement. 

2. METHOD 

2.1 Participants 

We collect data from 135 college students with an 

average age of 21 who regard English as additional 

languages. Recruitment information of this research 

opens to the entire society, including posting invitations 

to participate on popular social media platform world 

widely. We explain the benefits of participating in the 

study for EAL students' English language learning and 

promise to award certificates of merit to students for 

participating in the program. Sample is randomly 

selected, including 25 males and 110 females.  All 

participants signed consent forms and were informed that 

all test data would be kept strictly confidential to make 

sure our study would not be spread during the analyzing 

time.  

2.2 Measures 

2.2.1. Reinforcement 

We plan to carry out a qualitative situation test to 

measure the impact of different reinforcement methods on 

the participants' English learning engagement in different 

experimental groups. The reinforcement type of students 

will be measured by scenario simulation. The participants 

were asked to imagine themselves as a junior high school 

student in an English class. The participants were divided 

into three groups, which series of scenarios with different 

reinforcement methods will be presented. 135 participants 

were divided into positive reinforcement group (n=48), 

negative reinforcement group (n=49) and control group 

(n=38). At the end of the test, there will be two questions 

to test the participants' willingness of degree of learning 

engagement and the degree of situation engagement. The 
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specific procedure of the reinforcement is shown in the 

appendix. 

2.2.2. English Leaning Engagement 

The level of students' learning engagement will be 

tested by Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-Student 

(UWES-S). Based on Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 

(UWES), Schaufeli et al. [26] developed the Utrecht 

Work Engagement Scale-Student including 17 questions 

which can be divided into three dimensions: vigor (I feel 

energetic when I study), dedication (In the process of 

learning, even if the spirit is tired, I can recover quickly) 

and absorption (Study will make me concentrate). Based 

on this experiment, we changed the tense of the 

questionnaire to the future tense. Each item of the 

questionnaire appears in the form of declarative 

sentences, and the participants are asked to give a seven-

level score. 0 means never, 1 means almost never / 

several times a year, 2 means seldom / once a month or 

less, 3 means sometimes / several times a month, 4 means 

often / once a week, 5 means very frequently / several 

times a week, 6 means always / every day. The final score 

is positively correlated with the level of learning 

engagement. 

2.3 Procedure 

Approval for the study were obtained from the 

Institutional Review Board of the university. All 

participants signed consent forms and were informed that 

all test data would be kept strictly confidential to make 

sure our study would not be spread during the analyzing 

time. The detail procedure of the reinforcement is shown 

in the appendix Participants did not made aware of the 

purpose of the study until after they had completed all 

measures. After submission, they were debriefed. They 

were informed of the results of the research. Participants 

were advised that their participation was completely 

voluntary, and their identification would be protected. 

3. RESULTS 

3.1. Descriptive Statistics 

The results of the positive reinforcement group, 

negative reinforcement group and control group in each 

variable are given in Table 1 and shown graphically in 

Figure 1. Specifically, we find that the positive 

reinforcement group scores 4.52,4.85,4.81, and 4.81, 

respectively, on the intention to put in effort, vigor, 

dedication, and absorption. In the negative reinforcement 

group, intention to put in effort (3.79), vigor (3.39), 

dedication (3.05), and absorption (3.00) are scored. In the 

control group, 2.13 occurs on the vigor dimension, the 

lowest score is 1.81 on the dedication dimension, 1.78 is 

on the focus dimension, and 2.61 on the degree of 

intention to put in effort. The results showed that on the 

dimension of intention to put in effort (vigor, dedication, 

and absorption) the positive reinforcement group has the 

highest score, followed by the negative reinforcement 

group and the students in the control group score the 

lowest. 

3.2. Differences in learning engagement 

between positive and negative reinforcement 

groups  

The results of MNOVA show that the three groups 

have significant differences in the intention to put in 

effort, vigor, dedication and absorption. Bonferroni post 

hoc test shows that the positive reinforcement group have 

the highest score, followed by the negative reinforcement 

group and the control group, and there are significant 

differences among the three groups respectively. In other 

words, students in the positive reinforcement group show 

the highest level of learning engagement, followed by the 

negative reinforcement group, and the students in the 

control group show the lowest level of learning 

engagement. 

The positive reinforcement group had high a score on 

situational engagement (4.29). While the negative 

reinforcement group and the control group score quite 

low, at 3.30 and 3.31 respectively. These scores indicate 

that the participants of positive reinforcement group 

strongly substituted into the situation, but it is difficult for 

the rest groups. 

Table 1. Difference test 

 
Positive 
reinforcem
ent  

Negative 
reinforceme
nt  

Control 
group F 

 M M M 

The intention to 
put in effort 

4.52 3.79 2.61 52.11*** 

Vigor 4.85 3.39 2.13 46.04*** 

Dedication 
4.81 3.05 1.81 53.83*** 

Absorption 4.81 3.00 1.78 53.24*** 

Situational 
engagement 

4.29 3.30a 3.31a 12.13*** 

Note. *p < 0.05, **p <0.01, ***p < 0.001 The same superscript means the 
difference is not significant. 

 

Figure 1 Differences in learning engagement and 

intention to put in effort between the three group. 
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4. DISCUSSION 

This study explored the effect of teachers’ 

reinforcement on learning engagement of EAL learners. 

Students in the positive reinforcement group have shown 

the highest level of learning engagement, followed by the 

negative reinforcement group. Result suggested that 

positive reinforcement students have shown higher level 

of learning engagement than students who have accepted 

the negative reinforcement. This finding has confirmed 

the hypothesis.  

4.1 Positive reinforcement and learning 

engagement 

Positive reinforcement is a technique to elicit and to 

strengthen new behaviours by adding rewards and 

incentives instead of eliminating benefits [27]. As a 

concept it was that if a person was rewarded for acting in 

a positive way, they would come to see that behaviour as 

the most natural and advantageous way to act. It refers to 

introducing a new stimulus to the subject ‘s environment 

in order to reward the desired behaviour. Therefore, 

positive reinforcement brings a pleasant or desirable 

response and increases the possibility that the response 

will be repeated [28]. Behaviour which is positively 

reinforced has a greater probability of recurrence. This is 

because a positive or desirable reward is applied to the 

behaviour after it occurs. [29]. It associates pleasant 

outcome with the desired outcome. Positive 

reinforcement can either be a reward for good behaviour 

or simply a positive communication in the form of praise 

or encouragement. Positive reinforcement is the 

presentation of a stimulus after a behaviour that serves to 

maintain or increase the frequency of the behaviour. 

Another name for positive reinforcement is rewards 

training. Positive reinforcers tend to be valued or pleasant 

stimuli. To get positive reinforcers, learners often 

enthusiastically exceed the minimum effort necessary to 

gain them. Therefore, this type of training is highly 

recommended. In this research, teachers in the positive 

reinforcement group gave certain rewards to participants. 

Moreover, we found that this kind of reward indeed 

increased participants' English learning engagement. 

Drabman [30] reported that social reinforcers such as 

teacher attention, verbal praise, peer approval, and "pats 

on the back." have been frequently used in a variety of 

educational settings. This may be because teachers can 

easily provide them, they are naturally occurring, and are 

effective in changing student behaviour [31]. The 

delivery of verbal praise was found to increase the 

accuracy of reading in first grade students [32]and 

positive self-statements in elementary school students 

[33]. For the work area, positive reinforcement is also a 

good way to motivate employees. Yazdanifard [34] 

pointed out that Reinforcement theory is an instrument 

used by managers to increase or decrease employees’ 

behaviours. As performance and effectiveness are more 

emphasized nowadays, it is important to understand and 

utilize these concepts in motivating staffs. Positive 

reinforcement is seen to be the most effective way of 

motivating staffs to perform better in organizations. 

Employees are encouraged to do better as they know 

when each desired behaviour is shown, they will be 

rewarded. 

4.2 Negative reinforcement and learning 

engagement 

Negative reinforcement is about removing what 

individuals do not like when they have performed the 

desired behaviour [35]. Another name for negative 

reinforcement is escape/avoidance training. Negative 

reinforcers tend to be aversive or unpleasant stimuli. To 

avoid negative reinforcers, learners often only work to the 

level necessary to avoid them [18]. In this research, 

teachers stimulated students' engagement in English 

learning by reducing homework. We found that this 

approach did play a certain role, but the effect was not 

strong enough compared with positive reinforcement. As 

Uddin et. al. [36] have discussed, negative reinforcement 

may be harmful for the students. Positive reinforcement 

will motivate students and build their self-confidence. 

Therefore, as an educational method for teachers, it is not 

very effective to stimulate students' learning engagement. 

Thus, teacher should reduce the use of negative 

reinforcers as much as possible in the classroom as 

compared to positive reinforcers. 

4.3 The difference between the three groups 

Reinforcement is the way to encourage the students 

towards good performance or to discourage them to learn 

by using different types of techniques during classroom 

activities or outside the school compound. The main 

purpose of reinforcement is to activate the inner soul of a 

student, to make them aware about their knowing and also 

to inspire them not to make mistakes in future [36]. As the 

results of our research showed, the two groups that 

received reinforcement were more engaged in English 

learning than the control group that did not receive 

reinforcement. in the teaching, compared with no use of 

reinforcement, the use of reinforcement can get better 

results, and is widely adopted. Both regular and special 

education teachers rated the use of rewards, along with 

redirection, as the most effective, frequently used, and 

easiest classroom intervention [37]. In one study [38] 

elementary school teachers reported that they used 

reinforcement frequently to improve reading and math 

performance as well as increase appropriate classroom 

behaviour and homework completion. When teacher 

compliment a student for a good comment during a 

discussion, there is more of a chance that the comments 

from the student will be more often in the future. In order 

to motivate the students to do their homework better, the 

teachers reward the students with candy and so on. 
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5. LIMITATION AND IMPLICATION 

Students' engagement in learning is a critical issue 

among teachers, parents, and policy makers. Educators 

around the world spend a lot of time discussing, 

researching, and experimenting with strategies to 

increase student’s engagement in learning and thus help 

them succeed in their academic endeavours. In this 

research study, the researchers investigate one approach 

to improving students' learning engagement. Recent 

research on this issue is substantive and provides many 

suggestions for classroom teachers. According to the 

research result, we find that positive reinforcement has 

the strongest effect on students’ English learning 

engagement. This result is of great significance to the 

front-line educators. It is suggested that educators should 

actively use reinforcement methods, especially positive 

reinforcement, for students.  

Although the present study provides some important 

findings involving the effects of teachers’ positive and 

negative reinforcement on students’ English learning 

engagement when they regard English as additional 

languages [EAL] learners, the limitations of the present 

study are worth noting. First, score of the negative 

reinforcement group is relatively low on the situational 

engagement, which is 3.30. The score of the sense of 

inclusion indicates participants could not substitute into 

the situation strongly. This may be because teachers do 

not often use negative reinforcement to increase students’ 

academic performance [39]. Moreover, Chinese people 

seldom use negative reinforcement in their daily life, and 

rarely come into contact with it. Therefore, when the 

participants were tested with negative reinforcement it is 

quite difficult for them to have real feelings of situational 

engagement. Hence, it would be important in future 

studies to come up with some methods to enhance the 

level situational engagement. Second, the educational 

level of the participants is varied, from undergraduate to 

graduate, which has some influence on the study. In the 

future studies, it will be useful to avoid the impact of this 

factor. 

6. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the current study reveals that students 

with positive reinforcement have the higher level of 

engagement in English learning than those with negative 

reinforcement. 

Appendix 

Scenario measurement 

Instruction：  

Please carefully read the following materials and 

imagine that you are the main character in this 

scenario story. After reading the material, you 

need to answer some questions. You should 

choose answers by following your true beliefs. 

Please note that there is no right or wrong 

answer. 

You are a first-grade student in a middle school in China, 

with active personality and divergent thinking, such 

as investigating mathematic problems and observing 

scientific phenomena in daily life. Meanwhile, you 

are good at hands-on activities, especially in 

drawing, painting, crafts and other artistic creations. 

You are in the middle to upper academic level of the 

whole class, but you often show a lack of motivation 

in English class, especially for some procedural 

English learning such as memorizing words and 

repeatedly writing sentences. 

You show great enthusiasm for creative subjects that 

require the use of your brain or hands, such as math, 

physics, and chemistry. However, once you start 

learning English, you begin to lose concentration and 

wander off in class. While your classmates are 

earnestly reading text with the English teacher, you 

are often fiddling with small objects or secretly play 

with other things. You also procrastinate and 

reluctant to finish your homework after class. 

Therefore, even though you have worthy English 

foundation, your test scores are just around average. 

In order to improve your capabilities on memorizing 

words and phrases, your English teacher often 

assigns homework for you about writing error-prone 

words and sentences.  

In today’s English class, your teacher is explaining the use 

of sentence and new words of a particular unit on the 

podium. You start to habitually wander off again, 

and mindlessly doodle on your textbook. At this 

time, your teacher observes your little tricks, she 

……. 

【Positive reinforcement】 

Your teacher pauses her lecture and goes to your seat, 

looks at the doodles on your book and said," You 

are very talented in drawing, and I appreciate it 

so much, but the English textbook is not the place 

for your 'artistic creation'. If you can listen 

carefully in every English class and get more than 

80 points (out of 100) on quizzes, I will 

recommend you take charge of the class on 

designing the classroom billboard. If you can 

continuously keep your attention in every class, I 

can also talk to your parents to allow you watch 

one more episode of your favorite documentary 

"Approaching Science" every day after school." 

【Negative reinforcement】 

Your teacher pauses her lecture, goes to your seat and 

says, "If you listen carefully and get an 80 (out of 
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100) or higher on the accompanying quiz, I can 

reduce your word writing homework by half 

today. If you can maintain this kind of 

concentration every day, I will consider giving 

you less word writing assignments." 

【Control group】 

Instead of pausing the class, your teacher ignores your 

little tricks and continues with the lesson. 

Intention to put in effort measurement 

- After hearing this from your teacher, how much 

effort do you plan to put into your future English 

studies? 

1   2     3    4     5    6     7 

Substitution measurement 

- Do you find this classroom scene vicarious? Please 

rate the vicariousness on a scale of 1 to 5. 

1   2     3    4     5 
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