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Rationale  
Traditionally, our mindset was seen as fixed. In a fixed mindset, learners believe their basic 
abilities, their intelligence and their talents are fixed traits which cannot be grown and 
developed (Dweck, 2000). This is still seen in learners in school today and can cause barriers 
to raising attainment if learners believe they cannot achieve. The Scottish Government 
National Attainment Challenge is a priority in increasing the level of numeracy, literacy and 
health and wellbeing for Scotland’s young people. Therefore, it is a fundamental role for 
teachers in the classroom to get learners to think more positively.  Carol Dweck’s growth 
mindset theory outlines that when learners believe they can get smarter by putting in extra 
time and effort this leads to higher achievement. Research shows that we can indeed change a 
person’s mindset from fixed to growth, and when we do, it leads to increased motivation and 
achievement. One way in which Dweck’s research highlights how we can change learner’s 
mindset is by praise. The focus of this classroom-based Practitioner Enquiry is based upon 
identifying what positive language is more effective and the impact it has on learners.  
 
Aims 
The aims of this enquiry were to: 

- Identify what positive language teachers use in the classroom to motivate students. 
- Evaluate what happens when positive written and verbal language is used in the 

classroom 
 
Methodology 
This investigation took place over a four-week period in a secondary school involving lower 
school learners (in secondary 1, 2 and 3) in the Broad General Education classes with 
students aged 11-13. In order to enhance the enquiry investigation, whole class participation 
was used, this creates a larger sample number which makes the study more reliable. 
 
The main methodologies that were used to carry out the investigation were;  
 

1- Questionnaire  
2- Exit passes 
3- Classroom observation 
4- Reordered evidence of changes 

 
In order to meet the aim of the investigation, the positive language that students find most 
effective was identified. A questionnaire was constructed for several secondary 1 class 
groups to gather qualitative data, asking learners to circle how they feel about being praised 
verbally and through written praise; very good, good or no different. The questionnaire then 
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asked what language teachers use that they consider most effective and a particularly 
memorable comment a teacher has given to increase their confidence.  
 
1 How do you feel when teachers praise you verbally?  

Very good                    Good                       No different 
2 
 

How do you feel when teachers write a positive comment in your work books? 
Very good                    Good                       No different 

3 What positive words does the teacher use that makes you feel good/motivated? 
 

4 What is a memorable comment a teacher has given you that increased your confidence? 
 
An exit pass was used to further identify what language students find most effective in the 
classroom for a different year group. This was to identify if there was any change in older 
learners (still in the Broad General Education level) and to get a larger pool of participants to 
enhance the investigation.  
 
As positive language can be used in a variety of different ways in the classroom, the study 
then set out to find the effect of written praise on learners. An extensive positive comment in 
classwork books was written in a secondary 2 class. The comment was deliberately longer 
than a usual comment and used very enthusiastic, positive praise. Once the learners had read 
their comment, a question was proposed as to how this made them feel. In order to control the 
study, another secondary 2 class were asked the same question but with shorter written praise 
such as ‘’good’’ or ‘’excellent’’.  
 
As the enquiry focus was on observing what happens when positive language was used in the 
classroom, it was important not to over use short, sharp positive statements such as ‘’well 
done’’ as this can then become less meaningful for students. Dweck’s study shows that 
telling children they are smart encourages a fixed mindset, whereas praising hard work and 
effort cultivates a growth mindset. Therefore, being aware of using praise where relevant and 
being more specific to the particular aspect the pupil was being praised upon, whether this 
was their quality of work, effort or behaviour was a fundamental aspect of the enquiry 
throughout. Through using this positive language in the classroom, observations of learner’s 
responses were recorded.  
 
Findings 
In the questionnaire, the first two questions were based upon receiving quantitative data. 
They focused on asking whether or not positive verbal and written praise had any effect on 
them. From the participants that completed the questionnaire, not one said that positive praise 
had no effect. The majority circled that positive praise makes them feel very good with only a 
few stating it made them feel good. Question 1 and 2 had the exact same results. A 
correlation was noted between two questions; if a participant said in question 1 that verbal 
praise made them feel very good, they also stated that written praise made them feel very 
good.  
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Question three saught to gather a pool of specific positive language that learners find 
particularly effective. After the evidence was gathered through the questionnaire and the exit 
passes which was based on the same question, specific words were reappearing from students 
such as ‘’excellent, great job, good work’’. Question four was based upon the same principle, 
asking about a specific time they received a memorable comment that increased their 
confidence. After analysing the answers, a common theme occurred that students were 
reflecting on a time they were praised for their efforts in the classroom.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When analysing the effect of positive praise in written form, there were two kinds of 
responses gathered; via an exit pass and observation. The class which received the more in 
depth written, positive feedback had majority stated that this made them feel more 
‘’confident’’, ‘’happy’’ and ‘’good’’. Furthermore, through classroom observation I could see 
an improvement in learners’ efforts in classwork and their confidence to ask questions during 
the period they received their work books back. The class which received the short, sharp, 
positive feedback such as ‘’well done’’ or ‘’excellent’’ majority stated on the exit question 
that they did not feel any different. In terms of observation, there was no change in behaviour 
or confidence reported. 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
The outcome of the enquiry suggests that positive praise can raise learner’s effort and 
confidence in the classroom. The enquiry suggests that this is more effective when quality 
praise is given and not short, one-word praise. It is therefore, not enough to be positive alone, 
but in order to increase support for young learners, practitioners must be more specific, 
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concrete and consistent when giving praise. Despite the evidence, there are limitations to the 
enquiry that determine whether the results are reliable. First and foremost, the investigation 
was carried out in a short time scale, the study could benefit if there was a longer period of 
time to collect the data for a more reliable conclusion. Secondly, when collecting the data on 
the effect of positive written praise, the study focused on two different classes. The results 
could have differed if the study was executed on the same class e.g. issuing a short comment 
and collating feedback, then issuing a more in-depth comment in a few weeks later and 
collating feedback from the same students. A final limitation was the reliability of the 
questionnaire. It was evident that some students were not giving a reliable answer as they had 
answered the whole questionnaire as ‘’I don’t know’’ and circled ‘’good’’. This could have 
implications as to how reliable the data was. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
The results of the enquiry had shown the positive effect that praise can have on learners in the 
classroom, particularly their effort and confidence. The enquiry has shown, although through 
a small sample of participants and in a small-time scale, that learners respond better to praise 
when it is specific and not overused. Thus, in the classroom I will continue to use more 
verbal specific praise to learners and actively encourage learners through in-depth written 
praise to ensure learners grow in confidence and effort within the classroom.  
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