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Rationale  
It is a common misconception that praising a student’s intelligence is the motivation for them 
to learn. However, it has been shown that praising a student for their intelligence will make 
learners fearful of consequences and less likely to relish in the challenge of learning a new 
skill, these children are more likely to give up when things get too difficult (Dweck, 2007). 
Dweck holds the opinion that praising a learner for what they are good at (i.e. a talent in 
sports or mathematics) rather than recognising their efforts in all aspects of learning, they are 
more likely to have a fear of failure and are less likely to attempt more challenging tasks in 
subjects they feel they are lacking in (Dweck, 1999) 
 
Emphasising pupil’s effort, rather than their achievement, can allow them to enjoy the 
process of learning a new skill and is linked to their continued motivation in classes. Praising 
effort has also shown to assist learners in building a resilience against setbacks. The use of 
praise for effort also allows learners to attribute their failures to lack of effort, rather than 
poor intelligence (Mueller and Dweck, 1998).   
 
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to find is using positive language in the classroom had an 
influence on the self-esteem and confidence of learners.  
 
Methodology  
Working with an S1 science class, I observed the impact that deliberately using positive 
language in the classroom and on homework comments, had on the self-esteem, effort and 
confidence of learners.  
 
The enquiry aimed to show that by using positive language, verbally and in comments while 
marking, learners would have an increased confidence in their abilities.  
 
For the duration of the enquiry, learners were also asked not to use phrases which were 
critical of their own intelligence, such as “I’m bad at science”, “I can’t do this”, “I’m so 
stupid” in response to test marks, getting questions wrong or homework scores.   
 
The evidence which formed the basis of this enquiry came from four different methods of 
collection:  

• Observing learners in the classroom  
• Homework collected before and after using positive language in marking  



• Pupil questionnaire  
• Exit passes  

 
Before the enquiry learners were asked to leave an exit pass answering the question “What 
could your teacher say to let you know you’re doing well?” and in doing so, give their 
opinion on language they deemed to be positive.  
 
A set of pupil homework were also marked before beginning the enquiry, all of which 
contained one of two phrases. The homework was either marked with the phrase “great job” 
or “good effort”. These generic comments were used to try and emphasise the difference 
when positive language was used. During the enquiry, homework was marked using 
specifically chosen phrases which included positive language and focused on the effort 
learners had put into their work, rather than what they attained.  
  
20 learners were given a questionnaire before the implementation of deliberate positive 
language in the classroom and then again at the end of the enquiry period. The results of the 
questionnaire are presented in this review.  
 
 
 
Findings  
Of the 20 learners asked to fill in an exit pass, 5 learners didn’t answer. Answers given by other 
learners are listed in the table below (fig 1.), many of the exit passes contained similar phrases.  
 
Fig 1. 

Phrase Number of learners who gave this 
response 

“Well done” 8 
“Good work” or “Great work” 5 
“Great job” 2 
 
The results of this exercise found that learners were used to comments which are synonymous 
with a traditional “fixed mindset” and tend to see praise as only related to attainment.  
 
Before the enquiry began, learners were also asked to fill in a questionnaire relating to how 
they were encouraged, and their efforts recognised in the classroom. The number of 
responses given to each question on the questionnaire are shown below (Fig 2.) 
 
Fig 2. 

QUESTION	 Never	 Sometimes	 Usually	 Always	

My	teacher	encourages	me	
to	try	hard	in	Science		

1	 3	 3	 13	

My	teacher	notices	when	I	
try	hard	in	class		

0	 3	 2	 15	

My	teacher	notices	when	I	
try	hard	on	my	homework		

0	 2	 7	 11	



My	teacher	praises	me	
when	I	try	hard		

1	 6	 3	 10	

I	notice	when	my	teacher	
uses	positive	language		

3	 3	 8	 6	

What	positive	language	
does	your	teacher	use?		
(add	examples	into	the	

comment	box)	
	

	“Well	done”/	“Good	“/	“Good	work”	*	

What	comments	does	your	
teacher	use	on	your	

homework?	

“Great”	/	“Good	effort”	/	“Good	work”	**	

 * Most recurring comments 
** Most recurring comments  
 
The results of this questionnaire show that learners recognise verbal praise within the 
classroom, but less commonly in comments on homework. They also didn’t recognise when 
their efforts were being praised, rather than their achievements.  
After the enquiry period the learners were given the same questionnaire, the results of this are 
shown in fig 3.  
 
Fig 3.  

QUESTION	 Never	 Sometimes	 Usually	 Always	

My	teacher	encourages	me	
to	try	hard	in	Science		

0	 0	 1	 19	

My	teacher	notices	when	I	
try	hard	in	class		

0	 1	 2	 17	

My	teacher	notices	when	I	
try	hard	on	my	homework		

0	 0	 0	 19*	

My	teacher	praises	me	
when	I	try	hard		

0	 1	 2	 17	

I	notice	when	my	teacher	
uses	positive	language		

1	 0	 4	 15	

What	positive	language	
does	your	teacher	use?		
(add	examples	into	the	

comment	box)	
	

“See	what	happens	when	you	try	hard”	/	“Don’t	doubt	
yourself”		

What	comments	does	your	
teacher	use	on	your	

homework?	

“I	can	tell	you’ve	really	put	a	great	effort	into	this”	/	“I	can	
see	how	hard	you	tried	on	this”	/	“How	can	you	make	this	
your	best	work”	



  
*Question not answered in one questionnaire.   
 
The results of the post enquiry questionnaire showed that the implementation of positive, 
growth mindset language made an impact on learners. After the enquiry period, learners were 
more likely to notice when their effort was being praised. There was a 72% increase in the 
number of learners who noticed that I, as the teacher, recognised their efforts in their 
homework.  
 
Learners who achieved less than 40% were asked to explain why they thought the piece of 
work they produced was their best work, the responses of those 9 children are summarised 
below (fig 4.) 
 
Fig 4. 

 
 

All learners who hadn’t scored well in the homework recognised that this wasn’t due to lack 
of intelligence or knowledge, but due to a lack of effort in their work.  
 
Conclusions  
Due to the short space of time in which the enquiry was carried out, and the small group of 
learners it was carried out on, this research cannot be conclusive, however it did show some 
positive indicators.  
 
While there was no distinct improvement in the effort learners put into classwork and 
homework exercises, it was noted that they had begun to develop a more positive mind set 
towards their abilities. They noted where praise was being given for effort, rather than their 
intelligence and recognised where my deliberate phrasing was used to praise them.  
 

22%	

45%	

11%	

22%	

Number	of	pupils		

"I	didn't	try	my	best"	

"I	didn't	put	enough	effort	
in"	

"I	didn't	spend	enough	time	
on	the	questions"	

"I	could	have	tried	harder"	



Further to this, of the 9 learners who achieved less than 40% in the homework issued at the 
end of the enquiry, all of them recognised that this wasn’t due to lack of intelligence, but a 
lack of effort put into their work.  
 
The results of this enquiry have shown that by using positive language can have an effect on 
the confidence of learners in their abilities.  
 
This enquiry has shown that there are benefits to praising effort over intelligence and 
implementing this practice long term, and to a wider range of classes, could show a boost in 
the confidence of learners in their abilities and have a positive influence on their self-esteem.  
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
The aim of this enquiry was to see what happened to the self-esteem and confidence of 
learners when positive language was used in the classroom.  
 
This enquiry has shown me that learners should be praised for their efforts in class and has 
encouraged me to implement this practice regularly. All learners should have the opportunity 
to feel valued in the classroom. By consistently using positive language, both verbally and 
written, to praise the effort of learners will help them to build confidence in themselves and 
their abilities.    
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