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Rationale 
The Scottish Attainment Challenge aims to achieve equity in education and this can be 
achieved by ensuring every child has the same opportunity to succeed. The difficulty is 
changing a child’s mindset about their ability. This kind of fixed mindset is developed at an 
early age and may have occurred from a particular experience within or out with the 
classroom. According to Dweck (2007), “in a fixed mindset, people believe their basic 
qualities, like their intelligence or talent are simply fixed traits. They spend their time 
documenting their intelligence or talent instead of developing them.” Therefore, it is essential 
to praise children’s effort, strategies, focus and perseverance, and we may see their 
motivation, effort and willingness to take part in lessons increase.  
 
Aim 
The aim throughout this small-scale practitioner enquiry was to investigate what impact 
positive language has on learners within an S.3 class, in particular on their growth mindset. 
 
Methodology 
This investigation took place over a four-week period and involved an S.3 Broad General 
Education class. The class was made up of 13 learners ranging in ages from 13-15. 
 
Four specific measuring criteria were involved in order to achieve as wide a scope as possible 
within such a small scale enquiry. The four methodologies included: 

1. Exit Pass 
2. Observation of behaviour 
3. Feedback in Class Jotters 
4. Questionnaire 

 
At the beginning of the enquiry, the class were asked to think of words or phrases that 
influence/motivate them to do well or work harder and write them down on an exit pass 
anonymously. Learners were given 10 minutes to complete this at the end of the lesson 
allowing them time to reflect on previous experiences. This was used to collect a bank of 
words that learners regarded as positive language rather than taking it from a personal 
perspective of the teacher. 
 
Throughout the enquiry, the written feedback of pupil work was adapted. Instead of only 
providing a brief comment/score, learners were given praise for effort and/or achievement as 
well as next steps. The language used in the feedback reflected the words learners provided in 
the exit passes. Learners were also observed in conversation with peers and the teacher to 
determine if there was any impact of positive language. 
 
Finally, at the end of the four weeks, learners were given a questionnaire with the following 
questions in order to determine the effect of positive language within the classroom: 



 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Agree    Neither 

agree or 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

It motivates me when a teacher praises 
me for effort 

     

It motivates me when a teacher praises 
me for achievement 

     

It motivates me when a teacher gives me 
praise as well as next steps 

     

I take on board the comments in my 
jotter for next steps 

     

A time when I was motivated by a 
teacher was when… 

 

 
Findings 
The overall responses from the exit passes identified that learners relate next steps to positive 
language with several suggesting “that’s a good answer, also you could say...” With this in 
mind, these phrases were used in several ways within the classroom during the enquiry (see 
fig.3). 
 
Throughout the enquiry, observations of classroom discussions were used to determine the 
impact positive language had on pupil motivation. Throughout the first couple of weeks the 
numbers remained steady however, towards the end of week three and into week four, a 
number of learners who were normally hesitant were increasingly willing to take part. It 
became evident that a number of learners were becoming more and more confident in 
offering answers knowing that they would receive a positive and meaningful response. 
 
With regards to homework, with this particular class, their main interest is their achievement. 
This is evident through observing their conversations with one another after a piece of work 
is peer marked, self-marked or marked by the teacher. In order to analyse the effect of 
positive language, a new marking strategy was implemented in the classroom in order to 
measure the effect, if any. With reference to the bank of positive language that was collected, 
the learners were given praise for their achievement as well as effort. This was included in 
the written feedback. Every pupil received a next step, and those who received full marks had 
feedback that began with “continue to develop”.  
 
After two weeks of providing this style of feedback, the results were analysed looking at the 
effort of homework as opposed to their achievement. It was evident that the majority of 
learners had taken on board their feedback and learners were now developing their answers. 
It was visible that more effort had been put into homework and this created a discussion 
within the classroom. Learners were asked what they thought of this method and all agreed 
that the next steps motivated them to achieve more, which reflects the response to question 3 
in the questionnaire (fig.3). Several highlighted that although they had achieved full marks 
they still had next steps and that was an influencing factor to develop their answers. 
 
 



fig.3 S.3 Response to Question 3: 
It motivates me when a teacher gives 

me praise as well as next steps. 

 
At the end of the four weeks the questionnaire was used to show the results of the impact 
positive language had on the class. This first two questions from the questionnaire revealed 
that 85% of learners within the S.3. class, strongly agreed or agreed that they were motivated 
by the teacher using positive language towards effort or achievement, while 16% suggested 
they would not be motivated if praised only for effort (see fig.1 and fig.2). From these results 
we can determine that the class is mostly motivated by their own achievements. 
 
 
    fig.1 S.3 Response to Question 1:                            fig.2 S.3 Response to Question 2: 
     It motivates me when a teacher    It motivates me when a teacher praises 
              praises me for effort.        me for achievement. 

 
Qualitative data gathered through responses to Question 5 (fig.4) was analysed and presented 
in two categories. The first category being responses that related to praise; the second 
category being responses related to achievement. 
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Unsurprisingly, when learners were asked to think about a time when they were motivated by 
a teacher 87% of the responses were related to being motivated by their achievement with 
comment such as “I got full marks in my assessment as well as next steps.” While only 13% 
of the comments related to effort stating “I was praised for effort of my presentation, I put a 
lot of time into it and I was glad to know the teacher was aware.”  
 

fig.4 S.3 Response to Question 5: 
A time when I was motivated by a 

teacher was when… 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusions 
From this enquiry, it is evident that the sample used are motivated by positive language that 
includes next steps. Next steps should be seen as a positive as learners are continuing to 
develop their knowledge, rather than a negative. The level of the learners has to be 
considered as by the time learners reach S.3. there is increased focus on exams and as an 
awareness of this increases, the importance of praise for effort may decrease. Therefore, in 
order to create a more successful study comparing S.1. and S.2. classes within a wider scale 
may provide more accurate and different results.  
 
Implications for Future Practice  
Positive reinforcement is an effective way to promote pupil engagement and motivate them to 
achieve more, if it is used correctly.	The sample size used was particularly small therefore 
this would have to be explored further in order to determine if positive language motivates 
the majority of learners.	 
 
Bibliography 
Conroy, M.A., Sutherland, K.S., Snyder, A., Al-Hendawi, M. and Vo, A., (2009) Creating a 
Positive Classroom Atmosphere: Teachers' Use of Effective Praise and Feedback. Beyond 
Behaviour, 18(2), pp.18-26. 
Dweck, C.S. (2007) The Perils and Promises of Praise. New York Random House Publishing  
Dweck, C.S. (2010) Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. New York: Random House 
Publishing  
Dweck, C.S. (2012) Mindset: How you can fulfil your potential. New York: Random House 
Publishing 

88%	

13%	
Comment	was	
related	to	effort	

Comment	was	
related	to	
achievement	



Scottish Attainment Challenge. Gov.scot. Available online at: 
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Education/Schools/Raisingeducationalattainment 


