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Positive Words Go a Long Way
Simple ways to frame what you say to students to encourage and
empower them.
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When I started teaching, I didn’t truly understand the power of words and their
ability to influence the lives of students. I quickly learned that the effectiveness of
my lessons and the classroom culture are heavily influenced by the language I use
and how I use it.

One of the hardest things I had to do was learn how to change my “teacher”
language so that I could encourage and empower students on a daily basis. Using
powerful and effective teacher language takes a lot of practice and awareness.
Therefore, one of my goals each year is to ensure that my communication with
students is encouraging and empowering, in order to guide them toward achieving
their ultimate goals. I want them to learn how to make constructive choices by
reflecting on past decisions.

Positive language is a driving force in creating a classroom community that learns
together, grows together, and supports one another. Here are a few ways I use
positive language in my classroom to empower students.

1 .  CO N V E Y  FA I T H  I N  S T U D E N T  A B I L I T I E S

When our teacher language uses words and tones that display faith in student
intentions, we show students that we believe in them. Using positive words and
encouraging students to meet expectations allows students an opportunity to fulfill
those expectations, or even surpass them. Communicating to students that you
believe in them and their abilities gives students the confidence they need to
collaborate with others, become respectful listeners, and work competently by
reiterating positive behaviors and encouraging all students to do the same.

For instance, you can say to a student who consistently runs in the halls, “I know
you remember the rules about hallway transitions, and I appreciate you trying to be
safe.” This conveys to students that you have faith that they’re trying to be
cooperative in school, while you’re also enforcing the rule.

Students learn best from discussing mistakes and having multiple opportunities to
productively struggle. Consistent encouragement and support through this
learning curve allows students to build confidence in their abilities and teaches
them perseverance.

2 .  P R AC T I C E  P O S I T I V E  VO C A B U L A RY

Not only is it important for teachers to model positive language, but students
should be practicing it as well, on a daily basis. And having students reflect on their
language to identify words that have negative connotations will allow them to
become more aware of the impact of their language on themselves and others.

In terms of modeling, I use the one-and-three rule in my classroom. For every
negative statement I make, I work to include at least three positive statements to
the whole class. This takes practice, but it means there are ample opportunities for
students to be praised for their hard work.

Students should have opportunities to reflect on their statements and revise their
language to reframe it in more positive ways. With repetition and consistent
implementation, students will learn to use positive language to make learning a
more meaningful and thoughtful process.

3 .  C H O O S E  YO U R  WO R D S  W I S E LY

Language that is inclusive and empowering allows for mutual trust and reciprocal
communication to occur more freely within the classroom. For example, when
students are struggling, words like support and guide empower them to complete
work on their own with the option of guidance—you’re not there to help them do
the work.

Reflecting on word choice goes beyond the classroom and allows students to
advocate for themselves because they know their teacher is supportive,
empathetic, inclusive, and accepting. And reflecting on your word choice displays
to students that it’s OK to take a moment to organize, prepare, and present their
thoughts in a way that’s meaningful to everyone in the class.

4 .  B E  H O N E S T  A N D  D I R E C T

The use of compassionate and straightforward language allows students to build
trust in their teachers and fosters an environment of growth. Students who are
spoken to directly and honestly are more likely to feel respected and safe, while
also receiving the support they need to be successful both academically and
behaviorally.

Interacting with students directly and honestly also communicates to them that you
have clear expectations and will provide supportive and constructive feedback that
they can learn from. For example, instead of saying, “Can you please wait your turn
to speak?” you could say, “The expectation is that you raise your hand to speak.
Please raise your hand and wait if you have a question.”

Direct and honest communication allows little room for vague interpretations of
rules and/or expectations, which in turn, provides students with a safer and more
trust-filled environment.

5 .  AVO I D  U S I N G  D O N ’ T

Many times we teachers are quick to emphasize to students what they’re not
supposed to do or say to others in class. A positive spin on this is to replace don’t
statements with more positive ones. For instance, instead of saying, “Don’t use
pens in my class,” you could say, “For practicing math problems, we’ll only be using
pencils, in case we make a mistake.” Students will be more likely to bring pencils to
class because they’re made aware of the expectation and reasoning, opposed to
solely being told what not to bring.

Reframing don’t statements is another example of positive language and allows
students to reflect on their actions to make more positive choices within the
classroom.
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60-Second Strategy: Ask 3 Before Me
When students help each other in the classroom, they gain confidence
and independence—and you get to keep on teaching.
October 20, 2021
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Building a Better Check-In
Carefully crafted check-ins can bring middle and high school classes
closer together and improve student well-being.
By Lauren Porosoff
October 20, 2021

When the pandemic began, more teachers started using check-ins so that students
could engage with one another before engaging with the content. Students might
fill out a form rating their current mood, or choose an emoji that captures how
they’re feeling, or select a picture from a three-by-three grid that best represents
their mood: “Which hedgehog are you?”

Such activities can be a playful way for students to start class, a ritual through which
they establish community, and an assessment tool that helps teachers know how
well students are faring. Community and wellness have always been important, but
they’ve become a higher priority than ever during the third year of pandemic
teaching. How can we make check-ins a greater source of community and wellness
for our students?
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The Case Against Zeros in Grading
Teachers can rethink their grading practices to make them more
mathematically fair for students and allow for redemption for a missed
assignment.
By Alexis Tamony
October 6, 2021

Let’s say a student fails to turn something in. What grade should they receive? I have
asked this question of a lot of teachers lately, and here are the most common
answers I’ve gotten: “Zero.” “Nothing.” “-5.” “An F.” “A K.” What?

I’m currently in my 19th year of teaching, and my answer to this question has
evolved significantly over time. I was a staunch “Give them a zero. I don’t give
points for doing nothing. You earn them.” However, in the past two years, my
answer has evolved to include some nuance that I believe is more mathematically
fair to students and allows for redemption.
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3 Ways Administrators Can Show They Care
About Teachers as People
It’s easy for school leaders to get caught up in roles and responsibilities
—but it’s important to remember that teachers are more than their job
titles.
By Jessica Cabeen
October 6, 2021

Excitement, anticipation, fear, anxiety, hope, and helplessness are just a few of the
feelings educators might face on the Sunday nights before the Mondays with
students this year. While many of these feelings are not new to educators, the
context in which we are feeling them has changed. Changes in protocols,
pedagogy, and building practices have shifted how we go about our positions.
Many of us have learned how to teach classes that are remote, hybrid,
asynchronous, or synchronous, and can set up Zoom calls in our sleep.

With all of this focus on the work behind the scenes to prepare for the positions, the
challenge can be remembering that we are all people behind our titles with
concerns that extend outside of school. As leaders, we have to keep this in mind
and find ways to show support for the people behind the nameplates on the
classroom doors.

Read Full Story

C R I T I C A L  T H I N K I N G

A Question Teachers Should Ask as Often as
Possible
Push students past simple recall into deeper thought and engagement
by adding this short follow-up question to your repertoire.
By Chris Kubic
October 18, 2021

Imagine you’re back in school: math class. Your teacher has a mathematical
expression on a whiteboard and would like a student to come up and solve the
problem. You volunteer, because you already know the answer. It’s a complex
equation, requiring you to multiply, divide, add, and subtract. You scribble down
the correct answer, turning around to walk back to your desk, when your teacher
stops you in your tracks and says, “Don’t forget to show your work!”

Asking high-quality questions is essential in engaging students and sustaining deep
learning. In certain subjects, it’s extremely common for teachers to ask students to
explain how they came to a certain conclusion, but it took me a while to incorporate
this concept into my Social Studies and Reading classes.
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Teaching Kids to Give and Receive Quality Peer
Feedback
Building a classroom culture of feedback requires scaffolding and a
safe, nurturing environment, but it’s worth the effort, teachers say.
By Paige Tutt
October 8, 2021

Jamie Kobs knows the value of giving students timely and meaningful feedback, but
she often struggled with the volume of incoming assignments. Then she discovered
a solution: her students. Feedback didn’t always need to come directly from her,
the veteran high school English teacher realized. In fact, if she taught kids the skills
to deliver constructive, focused feedback, it could be equally meaningful coming
from fellow classmates.

“Besides relieving me of some of the pressure, creating a classroom culture where
students give each other feedback has helped me increase engagement and build
community,” Kobs says. “Having more frequent interactions among students builds
rapport and trust and disrupts the idea that I’m the only expert in the room."
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Using Hexagons to Build Critical Thinking
Skills
This simple, flexible activity gets students collaborating to make
connections between key themes—in any unit you are teaching.
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Successful Leadership Comes From Successful
Mentorship
To provide school and team leaders with worthwhile feedback,
superintendents and principals need to observe their leadership
moments.
By Matt Duffy
October 21, 2021

In a previous district leadership position as superintendent of educational services,
I once co-facilitated a meeting with a school director that became intense, ending
with the director storming out of the room in anguish, upset and crying. The
remaining participants sat in shock. Later I learned that this was not the first time
this leader had abruptly departed a team meeting. But it was my first time seeing it
—and the first time in more than a year that I observed this director lead the team.

This moment led me to think that had I made more time to observe and support this
leader, such an experience, for both leader and team, could have been prevented.
School leaders must lead in complex, stressful spaces. In our role as their coaches
and supporters, our best learning of what they need will come from us observing
leaders within them.
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10 Strategies That Support English Language
Learners Across All Subjects
Teachers of any subject can use these tips to help English language
learners be more engaged and at ease in class.
By Joanna Schwartz
October 21, 2021

While we bring the mental health needs of our students into laser focus this year,
it’s still crucial that we keep the social and emotional world of our English language
learners (ELLs) front and center. Just like their peers, ELL students come to our
classrooms with the burning need to be seen and acknowledged for their unique
personalities, life experiences, and talents. But language challenges can obstruct
all these amazing facets of their personalities. Additionally, the social pressures of
suddenly being in person again and needing to communicate may make them feel
anxious, isolated, and embarrassed.

Because of the often-obvious communication difficulties, grade-level and subject-
area teachers understandably often rely on ESL (English as a Second Language)
teachers to step in and help these students. However, even if you aren’t an ESL
teacher, there’s a plethora of strategies you can use to help these incredible
students feel comfortable sharing their strengths and unique perspectives on the
world.
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5 Quick Stress Busters for Teachers
Instead of pushing through anxiety and stress, you may be able to calm
yourself and potentially add more balance to the rest of your day.
By Mandy Froehlich
October 21, 2021

As a former elementary educator, I know there were days when I was more anxious
than others. Stress can disrupt our nervous system, and if we don’t take time for a
reset, the feeling may continue to snowball. 

There are many methods to help us deal with stress and build a more resilient
system when we aren’t in the classroom. Usually, these things are seen as
something you do outside of school; maybe you go for a run or spend extra time
laughing with a friend. But what happens when you’re feeling anxious in the middle
of the day? What strategies will work in the moment when you feel overwhelmed?
We can’t always wait until we get home or our students leave to take a moment to
reset.
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