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Rationale  
It has been long established that children perform better in a learning environment with a 
strong and positive ethos. Some would argue that this ethos helps learners develop a growth 
mindset (Dweck, 2007). Therefore, if practitioners facilitate a supportive and strong ethos it 
is important to inquire into the most effective methods that practitioners can adopt so they 
can create a nurturing classroom environment, and as a result, afford learners the opportunity 
to begin, or continue to develop  a growth mindset. Creating this positive classroom 
environment by using positive language is a prerequisite for effective teaching and learning 
as learners will feel more motivated to engage with classroom life (Conroy et al, 2009). 
Further, using positive language in the classroom and thus establishing positive relationships 
with the learners in your class is of high importance to Scottish teachers. The General 
Teaching Council for Scotland (GTCS) which is the regulatory body for education in 
Scotland. Standard 3.1.2, which makes up part of the professional suite of standards which 
Scottish teachers must demonstrate they fulfil, states that all teachers must “promote and 
maintain positive relationships” (GTCS, 2012:13). Therefore, if teachers are to form positive 
relationships with their learners in an attempt to create nurturing, safe and inclusive 
classrooms, it is important to establish what happens when positive language is used 
consistently by teachers. 
 
Aims  
This is a small scale enquiry with the aim of determining what happens when positive 
language is used in the classroom. It is important to note that this enquiry does not intend to 
measure correct answers and responses from learners but instead will focus on what happens 
to: 

1. Pupil engagement during literacy when I use positive language in the classroom. 
2. Pupil self-esteem during literacy when I use positive language in the classroom. 

 
Methodology  
The enquiry was conducted over a four week interval with a group of 20 Primary 5/6 
learners. For the purpose of this enquiry 4 learners were chosen as a focus despite positive 
language being used for every pupil. The 4 learners that were chosen by the practitioner had 
previously identified literacy as one of their least favourite subjects. Therefore, the positive 
language/praise that would be received by learners would be linked to effort and hard work as 
opposed to getting everything correct. Dweck (2007) supports this stance as she claims that 
praising the learning process as opposed to learning outcomes fosters pupil motivation, 



increased effort, willingness to take on new challenges, greater self-confidence, and a higher 
level of success. As a result of this, data was collected from the following sources: 
 

• Formal pupil-teacher learning conversations (pre and post intervention) 
• Observation of child’s work before and after enquiry 
• Marking of pupil jotters 

 
A discussion around praise and its impact was held at the beginning of the intervention with 
the whole class. The practitioner then conducted a formal pupil-teacher learning conversation 
with the focus group of 4 children in an attempt to gain initial responses. The same learning 
conversation was planned to be repeated at the end of the intervention and compared to the 
initial pupil responses. 
Teacher observation would be used as a method of evidence gathering. The teacher would 
compare the quality and quantity of work produced by learners before and after the 
intervention. This provided an authentic form of evidence and the change, if any, to the pupil 
work produced, would be easily identified.  
The practitioner would use the marking of jotters as one method where positive language 
would be implemented for the duration of the enquiry. Positive comments would be hand 
written at the end of a piece of work. These comments would vary depending on the task that 
the learners had to complete. 
 
 
Findings  
Having conducted the short term enquiry the results are inconclusive in their nature due to the 
short time period in which the enquiry was conducted. Therefore there can be no assertions 
made regarding the correlation between pupil self-esteem and positive language being used in 
the classroom. However, the practitioner did notice some considerable differences during the 
period of the enquiry that although they cannot be exclusively linked to the use of positive 
language, are still worth mentioning. 
It was noted that during the enquiry there was an increased level of engagement and self-
esteem in literacy in the majority of learners, including the previously identified ‘focus’ 
children. 
Diagrams 1 and 2 show the difference between pupil attitude towards literacy before and after 
the intervention. The learners responded to the statement “I am good at literacy”. It is worth 
noting that although results were collected from all 20 learners in the class, only results from 
the 4 focus 

Attitudes	towards	literacy	(pre	intervention)	

Strongly	agree	 Agree	 Disagree	 Strongly	disagree	



children will be displayed since they were the measure of the enquiry. 
 
 
                          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                Diagram 1       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                   
As both diagrams show, there seemed to be an apparent positive difference with regards to 
pupil attitudes towards literacy during the same time period that the enquiry was conducted. 

Attitudes	towards	literacy	(post	
intervention)	

Strongly	agree	 Agree	 Disagree	 Strongly	disagree	



At the beginning of the enquiry the practitioner conducted a formal learning conversation 
with 4 identified learners. An example of types of pupil responses to the question “How do 
you feel about literacy? Why?” are listed below: 

• “I’m bad at reading. I’m too slow” 
• “I don’t like it. I’m rubbish at spelling” 
• “I’m better at maths. I don’t really like literacy” 
 

Throughout the enquiry the practitioner ensured that positive language (verbal or written) was 
given to the 4 learners in particular. An example of some of this positive language is as 
follows: 

• “I can see you’ve tried your personal best with this. I’m proud of you” 
• “I think you found this difficult but you continued to try your best” 
• “You applied a growth mindset today. Well done.” 

 
During the final post intervention learning conversation with the identified learners, they 
were asked “How did you feel when you heard someone say something positive about how 
hard you were trying or about your work?” Diagram 3 shows that all learners responded well 
to this and clearly enjoyed this. One pupil was noted as saying “It made me feel proud of 
myself”. 

 
                                                     Diagram 3 
 
Diagram 3 shows that despite some children still not believing they are “good” at literacy (as 
per diagram 2), every child asked felt positive when they were complimented for their hard 
work or effort. This shows that positive language, despite children’s feelings towards a 
subject, is valued by, and listened to, by learners. 
 
 

Pupil	attitudes	to	receiving	positive	language	

Very	happy	 Happy	 Sad	 Very	sad	



Conclusions  
Although there was an increase in engagement and apparent self-esteem at the same time of 
the enquiry, it would be naïve to establish a link between the use of positive language in the 
classroom and pupil self-esteem. This is because the enquiry was conducted over such a short 
time period and was carried out with a small sample size. The findings did show that learners 
did respond well to the teacher’s verbal and written positive language, and did enjoy 
engaging in these positive interactions, however it is less clear as to whether or not this 
positive language was the sole reason that they seemed more engaged with their literacy 
learning. Overall, there are suggestions that the use of positive language does help improve 
engagement, however a longer enquiry, coupled with a larger sample size would be needed to 
assert this claim. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
Using positive language can only be a positive thing for learners. It is important though to 
note that the practitioner believes emphasis should be placed on using positive language in 
regards to effort, determination and progress as opposed to getting things correct the first 
time. This approach highlights to learners that learning should have some degree of challenge 
in it and that overcoming these challenges are important; aligning itself with Kaufman’s 
(2013) argument that the greatest learning opportunities arise when the learner has first faced 
challenge that has resulted in some degree of failure. As a result, the practitioner will 
continue to use positive language in the classroom in an attempt to ensure that every learner 
feels nurtured, safe and secure. If a learner feels safe to make mistakes then more effective 
teaching and learning can occur since the learner is willing to take risks with their learning as 
they know that they will not be chastised for providing an incorrect response. 
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