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1 Introduction 

In my Master’s study programme I have come across numerous stories of the lasting im-

pact of teachers' words on students. At the beginning of most of the courses, particularly on 

courses that were dealing with subjects taught on the primary school level, the course lead-

er would ask us about the experiences we had during our school time concerning that par-

ticular subject. One of the teacher students told that she had started to hate mathematics 

because of a teacher who had called her dumb. Another teacher student had felt like a fail-

ure at school, because the classroom teacher had never given any positive feedback about 

this person’s work. There are numerous stories like these that I can remember from the past 

five years of studying, and many examples from my own life too. 

In first and second grade I had a teacher who really encouraged me to be creative, and that 

has had a lasting impact on me. She also made us feel welcome in the classroom and I re-

member that I loved going to school. On the other hand I can recall many occasions in 

which something negative a teacher has said has stuck with me for many years until some-

one else had made many positive comments about that specific skill or characteristic. For 

example, I have been afraid of singing in public for many years because of a comment a 

teacher made about my voice in high school. After high school I studied in an art school in 

Norway and was given multiple compliments about my voice by different musicians, mak-

ing me want to pursue singing again. 

Already during the first year of my studies I was thinking about the topic of encourage-

ment and how teachers can create an encouraging classroom atmosphere. This can take 

place both in academic subjects as well as in art subjects. For example, in textile work dur-

ing the first year of studies I designed a game that can teach students to encourage each 

other. National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (2004) states, that the objective of 

basic education is “an open, encouraging, unhurried, positive atmosphere, for whose 

maintenance the teacher and the pupils share responsibility.” (p.17)  The Core Curriculum 

states that an encouraging atmosphere is one of the goals of education in Finland, and it 

has come across in many situations during my studies that encouragement is something 

that is expected of teachers. However, there have been few practical examples of how it 

could be done and what it looks like in the classroom. During my final teacher-training 
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practice I finally realized the importance of encouragement in the context of a classroom, 

and the fact that even though I considered it to be important; I did not how to do it. There-

fore many questions arose: How do I encourage different types of learners? What else can I 

say besides “Good job”? How can I teach students to encourage each other instead of com-

peting? Can I say too many encouraging words? Can I comment on students’ personalities 

or should I just say positive things about their school work?  

There are many questions linked to the subject of encouragement and it could be studied 

from many different angles, but the purpose and aim of this Master’s Thesis is to answer 

these three research questions: 

1. What is encouragement and how is it defined by different researchers and by the    

teachers interviewed in this research? 

2. What are the effects of encouragement in the light of theoretical and empirical data? 

3. What kind of experiences and practical methods do teachers have on encouraging      

students in the classroom? 

When exploring what encouragement is, one possibility would be to demonstrate what it is 

not (Dinkmeyer &Eckstein 1996, p. 5). Therefore I will also observe aspects of discour-

agement, since it is closely linked to this topic. Some researchers do not make a distinction 

between the terms praise and encouragement, but many do, and that is why I will present 

and discuss the definition for praise and the differences of using praise or encouragement 

in the classroom. I have also chosen to discuss aspects of punishment and reward, since 

they are related to encouragement and discouragement. Different classroom management 

approaches also include encouragement, and that is why I have chosen to present and study 

some of them in this thesis. Thousands of references on different positive reinforcement 

theories and classroom approaches exist, but in order to reduce the quantity of the possible 

sources I attempted to find the sources in which encouragement was directly discussed, and 

the theories or theorists who were cited the most. There were not so many sources to be 

found about this topic from Finland and from studies done in the Finnish school context, 

but since it is one of the goals of our Core Curriculum I cannot state that it is not seen as an  

important part of teaching. Research on encouragement and discussion of different positive 
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classroom approaches however seems to be more on the surface in the United States and 

other English speaking countries and therefore many of the examples from researches and 

researchers' opinions presented in this thesis derive from these countries. The main theories 

displayed are the psychological approaches of Individual psychology, and in order to cre-

ate a clear contrast, Behavioristic psychology. In the section on defining encouragement, 

some opinions from classroom teachers and for instance family therapists are also includ-

ed, to an extent that they serve the purpose of this thesis. I have also looked into sources 

such as Plan International’s guidelines for Positive Discipline (Plan Vietnam 2009) and 

descriptions of some of the Positive Classroom approaches from the official webpages of 

these methods and their creators.  

The structure of this thesis will be the following: In chapter 2 I will present the theoretical 

background for encouragement and present different definitions for it. The effects of en-

couragement are also discussed and the discussion continues in the next section dealing 

with the comparisons of terms ‘praise’ and ‘encouragement’. Section 2.4 will consist of a 

discussion and definition for the terms ‘discouragement’, ‘punishment’ and ‘reward’. In 

section 2.5 I will present and look into different theories and approaches of positive class-

room management, such as positive discipline, non-violent communication, and positive 

feedback. Chapter 3 will present the research methodology of narrative research and pre-

sent how the empirical data was acquired, how teachers' interviews were conducted and 

how the data was analyzed narratively and through thematic analysis of narratives. I will 

present my data from the teachers’ narrative interviews and the analysis of empirical data 

in the light of the theoretical data in chapter 4. The analysis is presented through themes 

which arose from the theory and served as themes for the interviews. Ethical issues and 

how reliability and validity are considered in this research are brought together in chapter 

5. To conclude, the results from the theoretical part and of the outcomes of my own inter-

view data analysis are reviewed in chapter 6. In this last chapter I will also discuss the im-

portance and relevance of this study for me as a future teacher and, for example, for teach-

er training in Finland. The interview questions, both in Finnish and English are found from 

the appendices. 
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2 Theories of Encouragement 

 

The following chapter comprises of the different theories of verbal reinforcements, and 

more precisely encouragement, and the different definitions of this specific term. To an-

swer the second research question of this study, there will also be a discussion on the ef-

fects of encouragement in the light of the theories and researches. In contrast, the definition 

and function for the term praise is also discussed, and in section 2.3 the differences of these 

two terms are also presented. After studying these two terms, the use of discouragement, 

punishment and reward in the classroom are looked into further. The last section of this 

chapter consists of descriptions and discussion of different positive classroom management 

and discipline approaches.   

 

2.1 Theoretical Background for Encouragement 

 

The terms ‘encouragement’ and ‘praise’ are in many occasions subcategorised under the 

term reinforcement and even more specifically, in many contexts, the term used is verbal 

reinforcement. Positive and negative reinforcement are terms used in psychology and espe-

cially Behavioristic psychology, Behaviorism. Behaviorism includes various theories and 

schools of thought. The history of different theories and theorists is complex, however re-

inforcement and many classroom practices related to these theories are relevant for my 

research, and therefore I will present the basic principles of Behaviorism. Behavioristic 

psychology was born in late the 19th century, later in 1940s it re-emerged itself as a Be-

havioral science (Mills 1999, p. 25). Without directly applying to mental or cognitive pro-

cesses, Behaviorism is often conservatively defined as an approach that seeks to describe 

behavior. However, B. F. Skinner, one of the most known behaviorists and inventor of 

Radical Behaviorism, was not concerned about the same problems as B. Watson, the father 

of Psychological Behaviorism, and mediational neobehaviorists who followed after Wat-

son. Nowadays, Skinner’s approach to science of behavior is recognized as behavior anal-

ysis. (Moore 2011, p. 449-451, 456-461) Graham (2010) states, that Skinner’s research on 
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scheduled reinforcement is the fullest and most significant expression of Psychological 

Behaviorism. Even though many theories about behavior exist, there are certain common 

actualities that all behaviourists, even in Behaviorist psychology, can agree on. Firstly, 

without ultimately referring to mental events or psychological processes that happen inter-

nally, behavior is something that can be described and explained.  Secondly, the birthplac-

es of behavior are external in the environment, and not internal in the mind. (Graham 

2010) 

Another approach of psychology which specifically discusses encouragement in various 

ways is Individual psychology. The father of Individual psychology, an Austrian psy-

chologist Alfred Adler (1870-1937) speaks at length about encouragement in his field of 

study. Lembeger and Milliren (2008) point out, that there are the two major dimensions of 

the theory of Individual Psychology, the first being ‘Gemeinschaftsgefühl’, meaning 

‘community feeling’ or ‘social interest’, and the second being Individual psychology edu-

cation. Social interest as a concept means that every action and feeling of an individual 

affects others around them; human problems are seen as social problems. Describing the 

concept in more detail Lemberger and Milliren state: “For Adler, it was only through the 

ability to cooperate with and contribute to the general welfare, that one was capable of 

achieving a sense of significance, what we might identify today as self-actualization” 

(Lembeger & Milliren 2008, p. 383). When discussing the educational aspect, Adler stated, 

that teachers need to work together with Individual psychologists and physicians in order 

to help children develop their abilities of social interest (Lemberger & Milliren 2008, pp. 

383-384). An American psychiatrist and educator Rudolf Dreikurs (1897-1972), was a 

developer of Alfred Adler’s system of Individual psychology, who chose to make a shift of 

Adler’s emphasis from psychiatry to education. He developed a pragmatic method in order 

to understand the purposes of unwanted behavior in children and for encouraging coopera-

tive behavior without punishment or reward. Dreikurs also believed that social competence 

in children is best fostered in an encouraging atmosphere (Lemberger & Milliren 2008, p. 

383-384), stating that humans need encouragement like plants need water. (Dinkmeyer and 

Eckstein 1996, p. 17) This statement has come up from many different researchers and 

sources which discuss about encouragement, such as Nelsen (2011), Plan Vietnam's Posi-

tive Discipline guide (2009), Evans (1996) et cetera. 
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Verbal reinforcement has many different names and classifications, such as: approval, 

commendation, concept of feedback, reward, affection and praise. Pety Kelly and Kafafy 

(1984) state that it seems as though many researchers and practitioners may possibly be 

operating under the supposition that every verbal reinforce is the same in terms of effect 

and strength, since so many different kinds of positive verbal statement are classified under 

the heading “verbal reinforcement”. Nevertheless Adlerian school of thought was the first 

to propose that there can be differences in the quality of various forms of verbal reinforce-

ment. (Pety, Kelly, & Kafafy 1984, pp. 92-93) 

Two opposing schools of thought on human behaviour exists according Jane Nelsen, one 

of the founders of Positive Discipline approach (described in detail in section 2.5), Lott, 

and Glenn (2013). Chadsey and McVittie have compiled a chart which compares dominant 

and traditional practice in American schools and the Positive Discipline approach (in Nel-

sen, Lott, and Glenn 2013). They list theorists behind the traditional practice to be Pavlov, 

Thorndike and Skinner, and the theorists behind the positive discipline approach being 

Adler, Dreikurs, Glasser, Nelsen, Lott, and Dinkmeyer. According to the theory of behav-

iorists like Skinner, people’s behavior is motivated by response to rewards and punish-

ments in their environment. On the contrary, theorists like Adler and Dreikurs state that 

people seek a sense of belonging and significance in their social context and that is what 

motivates their behaviour (as cited in Nelsen, Lott, & Glenn 2013). When discussing pun-

ishment and rewards I hope to find out what kind of factors they are in motivating people's 

behavior. I am also interested in finding out some aspects that motivate students’ behavior 

from teachers’ perspective and experience.  

Some researchers combine the two approaches of Behavioristic and Individual psychology. 

Pepper and Roberson (1983) describe that when teachers want to have an encouraging ef-

fect on a child, it is not specific enough to guide them in their actions as described by Ad-

lerian theory. Therefore behavioral principles and analysis step into the picture to enrich 

the Adlerian approach. This happens for instance through leading people to study the envi-

ronment of the classroom and helping them see what takes place at the behavioral level 

when a child is encouraged by a teacher. Through this it has been found that “encourage-

ment is the selective timing of carefully programmed experiences for the child, particularly 

in the form of well-chosen reinforcements and well-designed prompts.” (Pepper & Rob-

erson 1938, p. 167) When encouragement is viewed in this manner, it resembles the pro-
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cess called ‘shaping’ in behavioral theory. (Pepper & Roberson 2008, pp. 166-168) Pep-

per’s and Robinson’s definition, developed through studying the classroom, is included 

here in order to show Pepper and Roberson's comparisons between Individual psychology 

and Behaviorism. 

Dreikurs’s methods of ignoring the unacceptable behavior in combination with the princi-

ples of acceptance, encouragement, and the mutual respect, have their value in the widened 

inclusion of the context, conditions, and the social agents, that are involved in the act of 

behaviour and their effects on it. Oppositely the behavioral approach uses a more limited 

method, where behavior can be manipulated through discreet schedules of specific rein-

forcers for specific behaviors or through the technique where the behavior is simply ig-

nored. (Pepper & Roberson 1983, pp. 168-170)   

“To talk about the need to “reinforce” a behavior suggests that the behavior would disap-

pear in the absence of that reinforcement.” (Kohn 2006, p. 3) Alfie Kohn is an educator 

and researcher, who has written a lot about children’s development, education and rearing. 

In his book Beyond Discipline he criticizes some of the classroom management practices 

and “New ways of discipline”, which I will come back to later. Orthodox behaviorists ac-

cept this as true in all cases. Many educators too, give the impression that this is the truth 

specifically concerning helpful acts. (Kohn 2006, p. 3) Kohn (2001) points out in one of 

his articles that plenty of books and articles exist where teachers and parents are advised 

not to rely on punishment, from spanking to forcible isolation ("time out"). Sometimes 

teachers are even asked to reconsider the practice of bribing children with stickers or food. 

However, one really needs to dig deep in order to find discouraging words about what is 

obliquely called positive reinforcement. (Kohn 2001) When observing the writings of dif-

ferent researchers and authors, positive reinforcement is not simply good or bad, but has 

many sides to it. One could conduct an entire research about the terms ‘positive and nega-

tive reinforcement’, but I have chosen to look closely at the term ‘encouragement’ and 

‘praise’ in addition with ‘discouragement’, ‘punishment’ and ‘rewards’. 
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2.2 Concepts Defining Encouragement and the Effects of Encouragement on Students 

 

Encouragement is a word carrying many undertones. It is widely used in the pedagogical 

and psychological field yet may remain unclear as a term. Defining encouragement is no 

easy task since in actuality, to a degree, it is expressed both in action and inaction (Azoulay 

1999, p. 92). According to the Oxford English Dictionary (2014) the word encourage as a 

verb means “to inspire with courage, animate, inspirit”. When looking at the meaning of 

“to encourage”, or “to encourage with something” it is defined in the following manner: 

“to inspire with courage sufficient for any undertaking; to embolden, make confident”. The 

third definition for “to encourage” is “to stimulate (persons or personal efforts) by assis-

tance, reward, or expressions of favour or approval; to countenance, patronize; also, in bad 

sense, to abet”. In Finnish the word for encouragement is ‘rohkaiseminen’, according to 

MOT Dictionary (2014) it means for example ‘to give courage’ or  ‘to make more coura-

geous’, ‘to cheer on’ or ‘give praise’.   

When defining encouragement as a term Pety, Kelly and Kafafy state (1984), that Dink-

meyer and Dreikurs are the two authors of the terms praise and encouragement. They pro-

posed that verbal reinforcement can be classified in different ways and that there are dif-

ferences in their quality. Later on, Dinkmeyer and McKay differentiated between these two 

terms in their function and concept. (Pety, Kelly, & Kafafy 1984, p. 93) Dinkmeyer and 

Eckstein (1996) specify encouragement as a process focusing on the resources and poten-

tial of an individual in order to enhance self-esteem and self-acceptance. Moreover, to en-

courage means empowering someone by being honest in a respectful manner, and not 

about being dishonest or engaging in false flattery. Since encouragement tends to be more 

private than public, its value is continually taken for granted or missed completely. It may 

be best revealed by an attitude that communicates caring and compassion nonverbally, 

although there are recognizable behaviors and words that correlate with encouragement. 

(Dinkmeyer & Eckstein 1996, pp. 5-10)  

When describing the function of encouragement, high school teacher Gail Zimmerman 

(2002) presents four different statements. Zimmerman had been working on the field for 

twenty years and was struggling with discipline and language use in the classroom, when 
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he came across the Responsive Classroom Approach (described in more detail in chapter 

2.5.2). In his article he discusses the process of changing the language he used in the class-

room to be encouraging and empowering. Firstly, he states that the function of encourage-

ment is its focus on the process more than the product, which helps children evaluate their 

own efforts towards their goals. Secondly, he elaborates on encouragement’s role in creat-

ing a safe learning environment for children to take risks and make mistakes in. The third 

statement he makes is that encouragement is unconditionally accepting, because it accepts 

children as they are, helping them to build self-confidence. The final point Zimmerman 

(2002) makes is that encouragement respects children in a sense that it allows them to de-

fine their own limits and reach “beyond the limits of praise”. These “limits” that praise 

may have are discussed in the next chapter. Berk (2004) also draws attention to the fact 

that most children who are at school-age are quite good at knowing and evaluating their 

own strengths and limitations (p. 221).  

When a person is encouraged Dinkmeyer and Eckstein (1996) talk about a shift that hap-

pens in behavior and beliefs where they change from statements such as “I can’t” and “I 

won’t” to “I can” and “I will” (p. 16). Similarly Berk (2004) states that children who agree 

with the statement “I am good at schoolwork” are more likely to achieve well academically 

(p. 221). Brigman, Lane and Lane state that encouragement as a concept plays an essential 

role in creating a positive classroom climate and the teacher is the key to model encour-

agement and to be positive and motivate students when interacting with them (as cited in 

Villares, Brigman, & Peluso 2008, p. 410). Pepper and Roberson (1983) likewise point out 

that when supporting the development of children’s self-confidence and recognition of 

their own abilities, encouragement is essential. Children can learn through this kind of 

practice, that they have permanent worth that is recognized by the teacher. (Pepper 

&Roberson 1983, p. 166) Timothy Evans, a family therapist, who has written many articles 

and books on Adlerian encouragement, defines that encouragement is not a technique or a 

special language used to gain obedience. He also describes the aspect of portraying value 

through encouragement and states that encouragement expresses the idea that every human 

being is valuable, simply because of their existence. (Evans, 2002)  

Encouragement is an action that requires of the teacher to be fully present in the moment, 

Pepper and Roberson (1983) state: “When one looks in detail at the classroom situation 

one finds that one must be constantly alert for the right moment when encouragement is 
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needed and for the most appropriate manner in which to deliver the encouragement.” (p. 

167) In order for a teacher to be in the moment, he or she needs to have tactfulness. Max 

van Manen (2002), an author and educator whose books regarding teaching have been pub-

lished in many languages, writes about the “tact of teaching” and “pedagogy of moment”. 

Tactful educators have established a caring focus to the unique: the uniqueness of children, 

of situations and of individual lives. Linked to tactfulness is pedagogical thoughtfulness 

which is born out of seeing, listening and responding to children in a certain way. Tactful-

ness is reached through the act of thoughtfulness. In both of these is seeing the children 

pedagogically and showing recognition and approval for the child is essential. (Van 

Manen, 2002, pp. 8-23) I will discuss Max van Manen’s pedagogical thinking, especially 

the Pedagogy of Seeing in more detail in section 2.5.  

What does a school or teacher that uses encouragement then look like? Carlson, Sperry and 

Dinkmeyer (as cited in Evans 2005) highlight that schools and programs that represent an 

encouraging attitude follow certain practices: making relationships a priority; conducting 

respectful dialogue; practicing encouragement daily; making decisions through shared in-

volvement (classroom meetings); resolving conflicts and having fun on a regular basis 

(Evans 2005). According to Evans (1996), encouragement training changes the way teach-

ers manage their classrooms and relate to students with the outcome that students become 

more involved, responsible, and academically successful. A statement by Evans (1996) I 

included in the title of this thesis is: “Above all, we must train teachers to encourage their 

students”. As seen from the examples of many researchers and educators, encouragement 

has an effect on many things in an individual and in the classroom. Academic achievement, 

motivation and healthier self-image and self-esteem are the aspects that rise up the most 

from literature. Dinkmeyer and Eckstein argue that in addition encouragement results in: 

more emphatic person, ability to identify strengths, good self-esteem, positive self-

awareness and positive self-image, belief in oneself, self-motivated person, positive self-

expectations and a goal-oriented individual (Dinkmeyer and Eckstein 1996, p. 159).  

I find it fascinating that children who think they are good at schoolwork actually succeed 

in their studies, because with sports and for example with dancing as in my own experi-

ence, one must know they can achieve to be able to push themselves to their full potential. 

Performing a complex routine or practicing a difficult jump without a sense of belief in 

oneself, will not get one too far whether adult or child.  The fact that aspects of value and 
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approval have been emphasized by researchers a lot is also interesting, because I have writ-

ten about it at length in past essays where we have been instructed to ponder on our own 

teaching philosophy and professional identity. I wrote in my educational philosophy essay 

in the beginning of my studies:  

“I want to see value in others. If I will be a classroom teacher one day and when I 

will look at students in schools, I wish I will learn to see past their clothes and tal-

ents. See that everyone wants to be accepted, that everyone wants to be seen and that 

I can encourage them and help to support them in the journey of finding their own 

identity. My hope is that they can realize their value and see it in others also. For me, 

value and love walk hand in hand. Tapio Puolimatka quotes Max Scheler in his book 

who arguments for this also and says that child’s true identity opens up only to a per-

son, who will love the child (Puolimatka, 1999).”  

 

2.3 Definition of Praise and Differences of Praise and Encouragement 

 

Another term, which is sometimes regarded as a synonym for encouragement is praise. As 

mentioned before, MOT Kielikeskus Dictionary (2014) defines the Finnish word for ‘en-

couragement’ as ‘giving praise’ as one of its meanings. Praise and encouragement are often 

mentioned in the same sentence when discussing positive verbal feedback given by teach-

ers and are often seen as synonyms. However, many educators suggest that a difference 

between praise and encouragement exists (Plan Vietnam 2009, p. 147). 

Praise generally gives reward to a child’s work that he or she has completed or performed 

well. Pety Kelly and Kafafy (1983) state: “Praise represents an evaluative parental stance 

where judgment regarding the child’s basic worth (“Good boy!”), the value of child’s be-

havior (“You did such a good job!”), or the parent’s estimation of the child (“I’m so proud 

of you!”) is conveyed.” (p. 93) Zimmerman (2002) likewise defines that when a teacher 

praises a child he or she gives “a qualitative favourable judgment” which is for instance 

words such as these: "good job," "that's beautiful," "terrific work," "good girl." 
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On the other hand we can find researchers like Smyth (2005) who present commendation, 

which is a synonym for praise, as one of the four elements for successful classroom man-

agement, and an influential tool for creating respect in the classroom. Smyth notes that she 

makes use of two types of praise combined in the classroom, one that distinguishes the 

student and one that on the other hand defines particular behaviour of a student. However 

comments that are evaluating such as, "What a great student!" or "That makes me happy" 

or "I like that”, should be avoided in her opinion. Here is an example of two types or as-

pects of praise, the author is only talking about praise and does not mention the word en-

couragement at all. (Smyth 2005) However, the term “commendation” is not simply one or 

the other, since contrary to Smyth; researchers Madsen, Becker, and Thomas for instance, 

distinguish between approval (“Good boy!”) and commendation (“You are studying very 

hard!”) (as cited in Pety, Kelly & Kafafy 1983, p. 92). 

Perhaps the most challenging change for many teachers is the change from praising to en-

couraging, Zimmerman (2002) states. She believes that when she encourages a child, it 

means naming something precise about a child’s appropriate behavior or efforts. As an 

example she might say: "You were using kind words when you asked Nathaniel if you 

could share his markers." (Zimmerman 2002) Adler believed that an individual could be 

provided with courage to see one’s mistaken beliefs and begin the process of self-

evaluation by replacing extrinsic praise and reinforcement with encouragement. (McClain 

2005, p. 5) Listing possible problems related to using praise instead of encouragement, 

Zimmerman firstly notes that praise can weaken children’s own ability to assess their own 

efforts and cause them to need the approval and judgments of other people. On the other 

hand, contrary to encouragement, praise has a focus on the final product and can set up “a 

goal of perfection”. (Zimmerman 2002) In her book, Building Self-Confidence with En-

couraging Words, Judy Wright similarly claims that words and gestures are needed in or-

der to convey that we appreciate children’s improvement and the efforts they make, not 

just what they are accomplishing. She continues by stating that it is vital that children un-

derstand that they are loved and accepted independent of their behavior or grades. (Wright 

2008, p. 98) Zimmerman also argues that praise has a tendency to compare children to oth-

ers and can force them to see their own value in relation other children’s work. (Zimmer-

man, 2002) According to Dinkmeyer and McKay, encouragement is a psychologically 

healthier approach for motivating positive behavior than praise is (as cited in Pety, Kelly, 

& Kafafy 1983, p. 93). 
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In his article ‘Five Reasons to Stop Saying "Good Job!"’, Kohn (2001) discusses the bad 

effects praise can have on children and notes that he does not want to question the signifi-

cance of support, encouragement, love and helping them to feel good about themselves. 

Yet he sees that praise is an entirely different story. Firstly he discusses the aspect of ma-

nipulation: “Very much like tangible rewards – or, for that matter, punishments – it’s a 

way of doing something to children to get them to comply with our wishes” (Kohn 2001, p. 

2). He suggests that instead of trying to produce this kind of result, children should be en-

gaged in conversation about how things in the classroom can run more smoothly, or what 

are the effects of our actions or lack of them on other people. (ibid. 2001, p. 2) In my expe-

rience children do have a lot of suggestions of their own, and if teacher knows how to ask 

questions which can help children explain their views clearly, there can be a lot of fruitful 

conversation about classroom rules or bullying for example when children are involved in 

the decision-making. 

Sometimes we compliment children because we are honestly delighted about what they 

have done. However, instead of strengthening a child’s self-esteem, praise may make chil-

dren more dependent on the feedback of adults. Rather than learning to create their own 

verdicts, the more students are praised, the more they become dependent on our valuations 

and our judgments about what’s good and bad. (Kohn 2001, p. 2) These are the reasons 

why Kohn states that children can become praise junkies. Linked to this is the third point 

he makes, that when we praise kids we are stealing their own pleasure. A child earns to 

take pleasure in her accomplishments and to feel proud of what she or he has learned to do 

so. He also points out that a child has the right to decide when to feel that way and as 

teachers we need to be aware that every time we say for example the phrase "Good job!" 

we are informing a child how he or she should feel. (Kohn 2001, pp. 2-3) 

If a child is dependent on praise, he or she can start to avoid difficult work or become fear-

ful of taking risks. Zimmerman (2002) describes that although she favours encouragement 

over praise, at times she truthfully wants to tell a student, "Good job." She argues that “--if 

praise is going to be effective it has to be genuine and not used as manipulation.” As a 

teacher one needs to be sure to link the praise to a specific aspect about a child’s behavior 

or work. (Zimmerman, 2002) Referring to a study dealing with praise, which was conduct-

ed by Joan Grusec at the University of Toronto, Kohn (2001) expresses that students who 

were regularly praised when they were being generous were less generous in the everyday 
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life of the school than the other students were. Children also became less interested in shar-

ing or helping every time they had received praise such as “Good sharing.” or “I’m so 

proud of you.” (Kohn 2001, p. 4) Kohn asks: “Does praise motivate kids? Sure. It moti-

vates kids to get praise. Alas, that’s often at the expense of commitment to whatever they 

were doing that prompted the praise.“ (Kohn 2001, p. 3) The final point he makes is that 

praise reduces achievement, and in Kohn’s opinion "Good job!" is an indicator that all hu-

man life can be condensed to behaviors that can be seen and measured. Thoughts, feelings, 

and values that lie behind behaviors are unfortunately left unseen with these kinds of ac-

tions. (Kohn 2001, p. 4-5) In another context Kohn (2006) notes that qualities like generos-

ity must be unnatural if they must be enforced by verbal reward, which states that human 

beings who are left on their own are only interested in themselves (p. 3). According to 

these researches the problem with praise is that it creates dependency and in fact a lack of 

motivation if the teacher does not offer words of praise in certain situations.  Children can 

start fishing for the teacher’s approval when they help their peer or do a task well. In this 

way an encouraging or positive classroom atmosphere is not real.  

On the other hand, I have often become guilty of saying things such as: “Good job” or 

“Good boy”, in a teaching context. Nevertheless, when now looking back at situations 

faced as a dance teacher for example, does it really benefit a student if I say “Good job” 

instead of telling them why their pirouette was good or why they succeeded in their im-

provisation? I often feel like I have praised students because I want them to feel good 

about themselves or build up their confidence. Berk (2004) refers to this exact point and 

claims that parents sense that there is a strong link between children's self-esteem and ac-

complishment exists, so they therefore, with praise and reassuring comments, try to build 

up their child's self-esteem (Berk 2004, p. 238). However, if not valid and thought through, 

praise might have ugly consequences. In the Herald Sun, Panahi (2004) reports that educa-

tors, parents and the wider community ought to pay attention to a leading psychologist, 

researcher and anti-bullying strategist, Professor Helen McGrath, who advises that the 

"failed self-esteem movement" is upbringing “a generation of self-obsessed bullies”. 

McGrath expresses: “We have a generation of bubble-wrapped children, extolled, indulged 

and rarely criticized, with an overblown view of themselves. Unchecked parental praise is 

now being duplicated in schools and sports clubs.“ (McGrath in Panahi, 2004) According 

to Berk, parents who praise their children based on non-existent accomplishment in fact 
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undermine their child's development. Children quickly notice false compliments and can 

start to question their self-worth because of them. (Berk 2004, p. 222) 

Above all, encouragement and praise need to be real. Plan Vietnam’s Positive Discipline 

guideline for teachers and parents says that whether using praise or encouragement, the 

sincerity of the adult is an essential factor, so that students can feel that they are respected. 

Genuine encouragement or praise enables children to value their efforts and improvement 

properly. Teachers need to take it into account that eyes and tone of voice are priceless 

signs of genuineness that can be definitely interpreted by human beings of all ages. (Plan 

Vietnam, p. 144) I would argue that in order for encouragement or praise to be real and 

sincere, teachers should be real with themselves and their feelings towards their job and 

their students. It is hard to imagine that one's body language could speak for real encour-

agement and praise if the feedback that is given is not real. 

 

2.4 The Use of Discouragement, Punishment and Reward in the Classroom 

 

This chapter discusses the concepts of discouragement, punishment and reward, their func-

tions and interconnectedness and their practical use in the classroom context. I will discuss 

practical examples of what discouragement looks like in the classroom and also present the 

idea of ‘Jantelagen’, an old way of thinking still present in Nordic societies, which is con-

nected to the issues giving of receiving compliments and encouragement. When studying 

the topic of punishment I have found that many kinds of punishments exist. I will discuss 

some of these forms that might exist in teaching children and whether punishments should 

be used in the classroom. Also a discussion on the problematic nature of using reward, and 

whether encouragement can be considered as a one, is included in this chapter and there 

will also be a conversation about the classroom practices including encouragement in sec-

tion 2.4.2. All of these terms are also discussed in the light of the Adlerian theory of en-

couragement presented in the beginning as a basis for the theoretical background. 
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2.4.1 Definitions and Aspects of Discouragement 

 

There are many proverbs which paint a picture of the nature of discouragement, for exam-

ple an old Japanese proverb: “A nail that sticks out is pounded down.” Nevertheless, dif-

ferent proverbs also exist where discouragement is considered a negative thing, for exam-

ple in Apostle Paul's letter to the church of Colossae: “Fathers, provoke not your children, 

that they be not discouraged” (Colossians 3:21, American Standard Version 1901). 

When my own father and uncle went to primary school in Finland in the 40s and 50s, the 

use of shame and discouragement was commonplace in the classroom. When discussing 

this with my uncle, he told me that if someone had written something really wrong in a test 

for example, the teacher would use this particular child as an example in front of the whole 

classroom and everyone could laugh at that child. My dad has told stories where the teach-

er would intentionally humiliate a child in front of the class by making them crawl under 

tables and so on. My mother also told a story from her time in school in the 60s where a 

teacher had said to a child of a single mom, it needs to be noted that single parenting was 

not common in those times. “You are nothing, you can do nothing and you will never be 

anything”, or something along those lines, hence encouraging teachers were harder to find 

at that time. An old Finnish saying, “Lasta ei saa kehua liikaa, ettei se ylpisty” (literal Eng-

lish translation “A child should not be praised/encouraged too much, so that they will not 

become proud”) speaks of this very matter, and in the empirical part of the study I want to 

find out whether this thinking still exists among educators. 

In Scandinavia a way of thinking called Jantelagen has been prevalent and still exists to 

some extent today. Among cultural folklores and texts a list of ten “commandments” is 

often included and it is commonly referred as ‘Jantelagen’ in the Swedish language. This 

list of commandments was created by Danish-Norwegian author Aksel Sandemose in his 

1933 book, A Refugee Crosses His Tracks. Some of the examples are: “Thou shalt not 

presume that thou art someone. Thou shalt not presume that thou art as good as we. Thou 

shalt not presume that thou art any wiser than we--“. (Robinovitz Johansson & Werner 

Carr 2001, p. 81) Humility and self-restraint are important concepts of Jantelagen, which 

Swedes in particular have adapted to their culture, even today. Many Swedes experience 
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the receiving of compliments so uncomfortable to the extent that the giving of compli-

ments to others does not happen often either. (Robinovitz Johansson & Werner Carr 2001, 

pp. 82-85) My first contact with concept of Jantelagen, or in Norwegian ‘Janteloven’, was 

when I lived in Norway five years ago. At the start of our art school the teachers intro-

duced Norwegian culture to us, as there were over 10 different nationalities represented in 

the school. They warned us not to be shocked of this thinking of “You shall not think you 

are someone”, and told examples where this thinking might occur, for example when re-

ceiving and giving compliments. Thinking to myself that we have a very similar way of 

thinking in Finnish culture, and that compliments are not commonplace therein, the presen-

tation did not occur shocking. I realized that Finns are not the best at receiving compli-

ments, much like our neighbouring Swedes, as Robinovitz Johansson and Werner Carr 

write. Compliments based on achievement are valued, but typical responses from Swedish 

people would be such as: “It was really nothing” or “That is just my job” (Robinovitz Jo-

hansson, & Werner Carr 2001, p. 85) The students from United States were a lot more 

shocked than me and thought that this kind of thinking was absurd and sad. They told that 

in America even though you would only play the piano intermediately you can still say “I 

am great at playing piano.”, whereas in Finland, in my experience, even if you would have 

been playing for 15 years you still say “I am OK at playing piano.” I myself was actually a 

little shocked at the amount of compliments and encouraging words that I received from 

the American students. 

I am not trying to make generalizations here, for not all Finns have adopted the thinking of 

Jantelagen or some similar thinking, and not all Americans are good at giving or receiving 

compliments. Nevertheless, based on my experience and observations, children in Finnish 

schools tend to form these kinds of thought patterns the older they get. During these years 

of study I have often wondered: when do they stop believing in themselves and what are 

the factors that contribute to this “I am really not good at anything” –thinking. Obviously 

many things are a result of upbringing, but what are some of the things that educators can 

do to change this kind of thinking? I also wonder if it is even acceptable to be good at 

something and know it yourself in the so-called 'Finnish' culture. 

Adler himself said: “An educator’s most important task, one might say his holy duty, is to 

see to it that no child is discouraged at school, and that a child who enters school already 

discouraged regains his self-confidence through his school and his teacher.” (as cited in 



18  

 

  

Nelsen, Lott, & Glenn 2011, chapter 2 para 1) When describing the nature of discouraging 

leaders Dinkmeyer and Eckstein (1996) list characteristics such as: dominating, insensitive, 

silent and intimidating. They note that besides lack of belief in their abilities, employees 

can feel discouraged in general if their boss or leader acts in a discouraging way. Discour-

agement or lack of encouragement can result in the lack of motivation amongst other 

things. (Dinkmeyer & Eckstein 1996, p. 136) Hart and Kindle Hodson (2004) talk about 

discouragement in a school context and similarly point out that: ”-- if students have hostile, 

discouraging, or other negative interactions with teachers, some of them stay in a practical-

ly continuous state of fight or flight.” (p.18) Dreikurs (1999) himself speaks of the term 

‘snubbing’ instead of discouragement. Snubbing creates a situation where a child starts to 

believe that the superior power of other people will always be victorious over them. The 

child then starts to envision that the difference between his or her power and the power of 

others means that the other people are “worth more” than he or she is. (Dreikurs 1999, p. 

26-27) 

Nelsen presents the following question to educators and parents: “Where did we ever get 

the crazy idea that in order to make children do better, first we have to make them feel 

worse?” (Nelsen 2011, p. 14)  It is important for teachers to realize, that not all behavior is 

misbehavior. She believes that often children are merely “acting their age” and not actually 

misbehaving. Educators and parents might not have enough knowledge about children’s 

development and behavior and act as though this age-appropriate behaviour were misbe-

havior. She also questions whether misbehavior would be seen in a different light if we 

saw it as “discouraged behavior”, “lack of skill behavior”, “reptilian brain behavior” or 

“age-appropriate behavior”? (Nelsen 2011, p. 68) Ciaccio (2004) talks of the importance of 

teachers changing their attitude in the context of preventing discipline problems. “Early in 

my teaching career, I used negative labels, had an unfavorable attitude toward student mis-

behavior, and found the kids to be a pain.” (Ciaccio 2004, p.60) Teachers need to change 

their own attitude first before trying to change their students' attitude and Ciaccio tells that 

towards the end of his career he found his students to be cooperative and that they often 

warmed his heart. (Ciaccio 2004, p. 60) 

Evans (2002) argues that avoiding discouraging words and actions is half of the job of en-

couragement. “Instead of building them up, we tear them down; instead of recognizing 

their efforts and improvements, we point out mistakes; instead of allowing them to belong 
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through shared decision-making and meaningful contributions, we isolate and label them. “ 

(Evans, 2002) We can help students learn to take mistakes and failures in stride and to 

mine those experiences for information that allows them to take their next steps in the 

learning process rather than getting bogged down in self-doubt and discouragement. (Hart, 

Kindle Hodson 2004, p. 36) I think all of these issues are very important to think about as a 

teacher. What are the effects of even the smallest of discouraging comments and the effects 

of labelling a child even in your own head in some negative way? Things that might at first 

seem trivial turn out to be bigger things in closer examination. If a child loses motivation 

or comes to think that he or she is not valuable as a result of a teacher's comments or be-

havior towards him or her, I think as a teacher one needs to re-evaluate his or her actions 

and way of talking, and as Ciaccio (2004) stated, change his or her own attitude first before 

attempting to change anyone else’s. In my opinion Adler's comment about “the holy duty” 

of helping children regain their confidence through our work is a thought of tremendous 

value. 

 

2.4.2. Definitions and Aspects of Punishment and Rewards 

 

Punishment and physical punishment in particular is something that is nowadays consid-

ered wrong, and teachers and parents are not allowed to physically punish children at least 

in Finland, though it still happens at least domestically. However, in all countries around 

the world it also happens in schools to a great extent, and unfortunately in my Advanced 

Professional Practice in Western Kenya I was faced with the reality that this practice re-

mains alive and well in many African schools. When the teachers were asked why they use 

physical punishment in their classrooms, they simply said that children in Kenya are dif-

ferent and therefore need to be beaten in order for them to learn and behave. It needs to be 

noted here that not long ago physical punishment in schools was common in Finland as 

well. 

Still, punishment is not always physical, but takes on many different forms. Azoulay 

(1999) describes punishment as “anything that decreases the occurrence of a behavior: 

physical pain, withdrawal of attention, loss of tangible or activities, a reprimand, or even 
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something others would find rewarding but the particular individual does not like. “ (p. 94) 

Kohn (2006) defines punishment as something intentionally chosen to be unpleasant, for 

instance compelling the student to do something he or she would rather not do, or averting 

him or her from doing something he or she desires to do. In order for something to be a 

punishment it must be intended to change the student’s future behavior. Punishment teach-

es a lesson by making somebody suffer. Some positive discipline programs and approaches 

influenced by Dreikurs present the idea of imposing “logical consequences” instead of us-

ing punishment if children do something wrong. (Kohn 2006, pp. 24-39) Azoulay (1999) 

also points out that when the traditional Adlerian view of Individual Psychology approach 

and its benefits for parenting skills are presented, they are presented in contrast with re-

wards and punishment, which are perceived as non-effective, at least over a period of time. 

Frequently this kind of explanation is based on “a superficial view of modern behavioral 

psychology and the learning theory on which it is based.” (Azoulay 1999, p. 92) Dreikurs 

(as cited in Azoulay, 1999) believed that natural or “logical” consequences result from the 

natural flow of events without any interference from adults. For example, a child that over-

sleeps would naturally be late for class and would have to face the teacher's reaction; pun-

ishment on the other hand would be forced on a child by an adult. Though not all punish-

ments are logical consequences as defined by Dreikurs, Azoulay explains. Azoulay how-

ever draws attention to the aspect that logical consequences can also serve as punishments 

when they are unpleasant events that follow a behaviour and moreover if these are orga-

nized by adults in an educational process. (Azoulay 1999, p. 91-96) Kohn (2006) describes 

that it is enlightening to detect that even the people who have built their careers on the ob-

vious benefits of logical consequences can admit that at times what they are recommending 

as logical consequences can be pretty hard to differentiate from old-fashioned punishment 

(p. 39). 

Nel Noddings, an American philosopher and educationalist known for her ethics of care 

theory states that a lesson in self-understanding, which those who do “slack off” are in 

need of, is learned more likely through dialogue than through punishment.  Her opinion is 

that: “The idea of negative desert is pervasive.” (Noddings 2002, p. 201) She refers to a 

situation where it was assumed that the students involved deserved their bad grades. How-

ever her opinion is that grades indicate the learning that has happened and that students 

could validly believe that a teacher would work hard to help them in their learning. When 

they would be penalized for their failure it would just bring greater anxiety, and obviously 
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it would contribute to the next round of failure. (ibid. 2002, p. 201) In an article about the 

negative effects of punishment, Nelsen (2011) draws attention to the aspect that punish-

ment does not teach self-discipline, but instead offers external motivation. Self-discipline, 

on the other hand, calls for inner motivation. Children either submit in order to avoid pun-

ishment, can become “approval junkies” or they can become sneaky and try their best to 

avoid getting caught when they are to be punished. (Nelsen 2011, accessed April 2014) 

When arguing punishment and additional methods of behavior control, Kohn (2006) refers 

to two researchers Scott-Little and Holloway who recently learned that the more teachers 

adopted to saying that a child merely made a choice to act incorrectly, the more likely they 

were to exercise punishment and other power-based interventions. Other methods of be-

havior control, which Kohn lists as manipulation are: threatening with punitive conse-

quences, but making the students believe they are logical consequences, dangling collec-

tive rewards, and holding up individual students as examples in order to control the behav-

ior of everyone else. In situations where a teacher could rely on these methods, giving the 

students an option of choice in the matter is likely to be more efficient than the use of 

bribes or threats. (Kohn 2006, pp. 17-82) Azoulay (1999) claims that rebellion and power 

struggles actually increase when punishment and rewards are used (p. 91). Nevertheless, 

Little and Akin-Little (2008) claim that at times even the most proactive teacher has to 

implement a negative consequence for an inappropriate behavior. Yet, the worst time to 

choose a punisher is when a student is misbehaving. These kinds of actions should be se-

lected and clarified to students a priori. (Little & Akin-Little 2008, p. 229) There has been 

a lot of debate during my university courses about the use of rewards and whether it is eth-

ically correct. One of the biggest arguments is that if rewards are used children do not learn 

to be self-motivated with their schoolwork. Similarly when discussing the effects of praise, 

children who receive reward start to perform in order to be rewarded. Yet in so many class-

rooms, stickers and “earned” playtime for example are part of the everyday life. Are these 

methods that should be banned completely? 

Rosenberg, the creator of Non-violent Communication (presented in more detail in chapter 

2.5) states: 

 “-- what fills me with great sadness is any learning that I see motivated by coercion. 

By coercion I mean the following: Any student that’s learning anything out of a fear 
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of punishment, out of a desire for rewards in the form of grades, to escape guilt or 

shame, or out of some vague sense of “ought” or “must” or “should.”  Learning is 

too precious, I believe, to be motivated by any of these coercive tactics.” (Rosenberg 

2004, p.5) 

This quote by Rosenberg speaks very clearly for children learning out of self-motivation 

instead of external motivators or threats. The synonym for coercion is intimidation or op-

pression and people do things under these kinds of circumstances, but can learning be an 

enjoyable under such things? In Adlerian thought the concept of reward is also rejected, 

because of its implications of bribery and external control, Pepper & Roberson (1938) 

state. However, they continue by saying that the behavioral concept of reward is too valua-

ble to be put aside fully in the light of different behavioral theories. Only when reward is 

used as a last option to get a child to behave, for example by giving the child what he or 

she wants and then assuming that the child will do what the teacher wants, can it be called 

bribery. (Pepper & Roberson 1983, pp. 170-171) Kohn (2006) describes the New Disci-

plines and classroom management approaches, described in more detail in the next chapter, 

and says that the first clue of their nature comes from looking at their use of rewards in 

order to control behavior. These discipline models state that they discard the use of pun-

ishment, different to their old-fashioned counterparts, but they can still be dependent on 

using rewards (Kohn 2006, p. 39). The New Disciplines include a lot of thoughts from In-

dividual Psychologists who did not approve the use of rewards, so I find it contradictory 

that they claim to follow the thoughts of Adler and Dreikurs when they are promoting 

these ways to manage a class. 

Can encouragement then be considered as a reward? Azoulay claims that Individual Psy-

chology strategies of encouragement can function as reinforcements or rewards that follow 

precisely preferred behaviors in another person and boost those behaviors. (Azoulay 1999, 

p. 93)  Dreikurs and Grey (as cited in Azoulay, 1999) specify that encouragement gives 

recognition for a job well done and appreciates effort. In a situation like this encourage-

ment follows a behavior and reinforces or rewards it. Still it is also a fact that encourage-

ment is not reinforcement or reward in all cases, and Dreikurs and Grey claim that a fun-

damental difference between reward and encouragement exists: reward is often granted to 

a child for something she or he has done well, whereas encouragement is vital also when 

the child fails. (as cited in Azoulay 1999, p. 93) 
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The use of reward and punishment is manipulative, but the use of encouragement and con-

sequences is not, the Adlerians argue. The biggest difference between the Individual psy-

chology approach and the strictly Behavioral approach is not the use of manipulative prac-

tices, because according to Azoulay it happens in both cases, but it is how manipulation is 

seen and received by the child. She claims that Individual psychology strategies also in-

clude the use of reward and punishment but go beyond them because they do not only look 

at children’s behavior but also their awareness, interpretation, and assignment of meaning 

towards reward and punishment. (Azoulay 1999, pp. 97- 98) This shows that the issue of 

punishment and reward is not black and white, but can be looked at from different angles 

and through that both pros and cons for the use of practices can be found. 

The practice of logical consequences which is a big part of the Adlerian method is not sim-

ple either. There are many matters to consider when using punishment and rewards and 

teachers need to be well aware of the practices they use and know how to justify them. I 

think that knowing the students well, which was an aspect when using encouragement or 

praise, is also an essential part, and I am very interested to find out about the experiences 

of teachers on this.  

 

2.5 Theories of Positive Classroom Management and Discipline 

 

There are various different types of teaching approaches which have a focus on positive 

language and aspects of Positive psychology and education. Many of these theories of 

positive classroom management included in this chapter also speak for the need to encour-

age students in the classroom. Curwin, Mendler and Mendler (2008) propose that it is wis-

er to try to affect the lives of children in a positive way, instead of making an effort to 

solve the “discipline problem” (p. 10). I will also discuss the terms positive and negative 

feedback since they are linked to verbal reinforcement, and can also be seen as part of en-

couragement, or more general terms in which encouragement is included.  
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Critique also exists towards some of these models that Kohn defines as “New Discipline” 

models. Kohn believes that these programs differ from the traditional approaches only in 

degree. He says that the New Disciplines propose “a subtler, somewhat nicer way by which 

we can continue to do things to children”, and that the very notion of classroom manage-

ment embraces certain goals and cannot be seen as neutral. Kohn suggests that a more 

democratic environment where children are involved more is needed. (Kohn, 2006, p. 37-

63) In the light of this critique I will look into these theories and approaches and try to find 

out whether democracy and child-involvement exists in them. 

 

2.5.1 The Pedagogy of Seeing and Language of Giving and Receiving 

 

Max van Manen (2002) discusses the importance of children feeling like they are known. 

A great part of this is seeing a child pedagogically which is linked to the tactfulness and 

thoughtfulness of teaching mentioned in chapter 2.2.  Thinking about children in a profes-

sional manner can be dangerous in Van Manen’s opinion. This means that if educators 

categorize children and think about them in an abstract, even scientific way, they can easily 

respond to children in predetermined ways instead of seeing them as unique individuals.  

As an alternative to professional tricks or behavioral therapy et cetera, teachers should 

keep in mind the possibility of truly seeing and listening to that specific child. Van Manen 

points out that a teacher is affected by the philosophical views he or she holds when seeing 

a child, so being a “child-watcher” in his or her field does not mean that they can “purely” 

see children. Nonetheless, a teacher must observe children pedagogically and reflect on the 

way they look at a child. (Van Manen 2002, pp. 23- 28) What has come up from the Indi-

vidual Psychology approach and other approaches involving encouragement is that a child 

has a basic need of wanting to be seen an noticed. Van Manen also believes that every 

child wants to be known, which he defines as to be noticed. To really see a child means 

that at the beginning and completion of every single day a teacher offers the child his or 

her place in particular time and space. (Van Manen 2002, pp. 28-33) 
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Marzano, Gaddy and Foseid (2005) likewise claim: “Like everyone, students want to feel 

that they are “known”—that others understand them, appreciate them, and recognize their 

unique qualities, skills, interests, needs, and personalities.”  Teachers who comprehend this 

and intentionally look for ways to show that they are interested in students will build a 

more solid foundation for learning and classroom management that will be effective. (Mar-

zano, Gaddy, & Foseid 2005, p. 59) Hart and Kindle Hodson ask the following questions 

linked to these thoughts in their book: 

 “When your students come through the door, do you see them as whole human be-

ings with their own thoughts, feelings, needs, talents, interests, and gifts to share? If 

this is so, you are likely to experience feelings of excitement, awe, and curiosity. If, 

instead, you feel anxious or afraid, you probably have a different image in your 

mind— maybe one of the students as lazy, disruptive, wild, demanding, and/or rebel-

lious. How you think about your students at the beginning and throughout the year 

often communicates louder than your words.” (Hart & Kindle Hodson 2004, p. 26) 

Looking back at the effects of discouragement on students that were discussed in the earli-

er chapter these are very valid questions for teachers to think about and keep in mind if he 

or she wishes to treat the students equally valuable and accepted, as other theorists and 

researchers have also suggested. Van Manen (2002) defines that receiving recognition lit-

erally means to be known, likewise to seeing the child pedagogically, as described earlier. 

This recognition produces a positive sense of self which is what for example compliment-

ing or praising a child publicly ensures in his opinion. Still, giving recognition can also be 

problematic and lead to feelings of inequality in the classroom, so again pedagogical 

thoughtfulness and tact is needed when differentiating between what is appropriate and 

inappropriate in certain situations. Van Manen does not separate praise and encourage-

ment, but instead draws attention to all the actions we do that have intention and care be-

hind them. (Van Manen 2002, pp. 34-39) 

The language of giving and receiving is presented with several different names, such as: 

Nonviolent Communication, Compassionate Communication, and the Language of the 

Heart. (Hart & Kindle Hodson, 2004, p. 72) Marshall Rosenberg is the founder of Non-

violent Communication (NVC). He developed NVC in the 1950s because of his desire to 

see more compassion in human relations. When training and practicing in clinical psychol-
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ogy in his early years he became very aware of how diagnostic labelling can have negative 

effects on individuals and that language is a power that shapes our thinking and conscious-

ness. (Hart & Kindle Hodson 2004, p. 5) 

Rosenberg tells that for teaching purposes and for fun he likes calling NVC “Giraffe Lan-

guage”: Giraffes have the biggest hearts in the animal kingdom, and NVC is a language of 

the heart which means that the one who communicates has to communicate on a heart lev-

el, from the heart. NVC language helps people learn by reverence for life. In NVC, seeing 

and meeting students’ needs are important. When the unmet needs behind what we do and 

say are studied, pains can be healed, hostility can be reduced and professional and personal 

relationships strengthened. (Rosenberg 2004, pp. 5-6, 47) Communicating in a positive 

manner is one of the most substantial ways to help children become authentic and fully 

functional people. Nurturing communication informs both verbally and nonverbally:” I 

love and accept you. You are valuable and worthy.” (Wright 2008, p. 89)  This aspect of 

children learning their worth and value has been brought up by many different researchers 

that discuss encouragement and positive verbal feedback and seeing the students. 

 

2.5.2 Positive Discipline, Responsive Classroom Approach and Totally Positive Teaching 

 

Positive Discipline is a program which is designed to teach students to become responsible, 

respectful and resourceful fellows of the communities they are part of. It comprises of dif-

ferent elements including: mutual respect, which adults are modelling by respecting them-

selves by being firm, but also by showing kindness and respect for the needs of the child. 

The second point is the identification of beliefs behind the child’s behavior. The third as-

pect is effective communication and problem solving skills while the fourth focuses on 

solutions instead of punishment. Finally, Positive Discipline includes encouragement in-

stead of praise, because encouragement sees effort and improvement and builds long-term 

self-esteem and empowerment. (Teaching Positive, 2014) Jane Nelsen, the founder of the 

Positive Discipline approach, (2011) also adds to this list that Positive Discipline is made 

up of methods that include the students in focusing on solutions as an alternative to the 
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students being the ones punished or rewarded (p. 8). Curwin, Mendler, and Mendler (2008) 

firmly promote a discipline model that is based on a positive value system and proposes 

practical methods of implementing such a system in schools. Good discipline is not about 

making the educators’ lives easier; it is doing what is best for pupils to make good and 

healthy choices. (Curwin, Mendler & Mendler 2008, p. 10) 

Rimm-Kaufman and Sawyer (2004) write about two contrasting approaches to education. 

Advocates of humane behavior management refer to the advantages of reinforcement strat-

egies and shaping in order to make transitions more efficient and decrease discipline prob-

lems.  The Responsive Classroom approach on the other hand has an emphasis on develop-

ing relationships with each individual, spending time to build community and setting up 

different kinds of routines in the classroom. Research has shown that teachers who make 

the most of student engagement in academic activities and reduce time in transition or han-

dling with behavior problems foster greater student achievement. Study has also shown, 

that teacher who use Responsive Classroom practices see themselves as more effective, 

particularly in the social and organizational areas. Emotional support for learning for ex-

ample positive teacher-student interaction and positive classroom climate, have been found 

to be essential tools in the classroom. Also instructional support, for instance regular eval-

uative feedback and instructional conversations have been associated with student en-

gagement among the first graders. (Rimm-Kaufman & Sawyer 2004, pp. 323-325) 

Totally Positive Teaching is also one similar kind of classroom approach. Ciaccio (2004) 

states that the present education system is not working for many students, teachers, and 

principals and therefore alternative methods are needed. While highlighting the positive 

aspects of teaching, this approach focuses on five techniques which are: Meeting mutual 

needs; changing counterproductive feelings; ending behavioral problems; helping undera-

chievers; and using active-learning strategies. For example using the technique of changing 

mutual needs includes the following components: Having fun, using the teacher’s talents 

and passions in the classroom, helping children, and creating mutual needs. Ciaccio (2004) 

argues that teachers often underestimate their power to shape young lives, because of the 

feeling of helplessness when dealing with students' difficult behavior. When he discusses 

of ending these behavior problems he talks about caring similarly to Noddigns, respect like 

Nelsen does and gaining understanding in why the students act like they do likewise to 

Rosenberg and his Non Violent Communication approach. Ciaccio also states that effective 
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teachers search for opportunities to give them praise and encouragement abundantly and 

raise their confidence through doing that. (Ciaccio 2004, p. 3- 39, 82-153)  

 

2.5.3 Positive and Negative Feedback 

 

Feedback and assessment are at the core of teaching I have often heard it said. It is some-

thing that again is expected of teachers, and for instance National Curriculum addresses the 

importance of assessment throughout the year. However, a lot of different ways of giving 

feedback exists and there is a lot of debate whether negative feedback should be avoided or 

given in the primary level. 

Positive evaluative feedback consists of rewards and general praise for example. Negative 

evaluative feedback then again consists of punishments, general criticisms et cetera. How-

ever, when looking at the descriptive side, all of the feedback has a positive purpose. Criti-

cism can also have this positive purpose if it is intended to be helpful and if it is descriptive 

and non-judgmental. Pointing out where improvement is needed and proposing what stu-

dents could do about it is the essence of being positive. It is not helpful to just notice what 

a student is doing wrong, without providing suggestions for the students to improve. 

(Brookhart 2008, p. 9-26) Kulhavy demonstrated that feedback is not inevitably a reinforc-

er, as behaviorists argue, because it can be rejected, accepted or modified, differing from 

the behaviorists’ argument (as cited in Hattie & Timperley 2007, p. 82). 

Brookhart (2008) states, that feedback should be adjusted to the student’s skill level as 

much as possible and that it is only beneficial if a child understands your feedback. Good 

feedback is not lying to students about their quality of work (p. 96-107). Hattie and 

Timperley (2007) claim that effective feedback needs to give answers to the following 

questions: Where am I going? How am I going? Where to go next?  When both the teacher 

and students are seeking answers to these questions, the best learning environment or 

learning experience takes place. Too often students see feedback as the responsibility of 

the teacher only. It is the teacher’s job to provide feedback information, but students need 

to also be part of the process. Hattie and Timperley differentiate four levels of feedback in 
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a following way: task level, process level, self-regulation level and self-level. They address 

the problematic nature of praise too. Teachers should view feedback from the standpoint of 

the individuals who are the ones engaged in the learning and use the three feedback ques-

tions in providing information to the students, but also develop ways for students to ask the 

questions themselves. (Hattie & Timperley 2007, p. 101) Evans (1996) describes encour-

agement as positive feedback which focuses on the efforts or improvements of an individ-

ual rather than the outcomes. (Evans, 1996) Overall, feedback can be powerful if it is well 

done and good feedback will offer information to students about where they are at and 

what can they do next, addressing both cognitive and motivational factors (Brookhart 

2008, p. 2). Brookhart points out to two reasons why feedback about the person is general-

ly not good. Firstly it is no formative for it does not contain information that the student 

can use to further their learning, and secondly as Dweck (2007) believes, students can start 

to believe that intelligence is fixed, removing the relationship between their efforts and 

their achievement. (as cited in Brookhart 2008, p. 21) 

To conclude, rewards and praise are concluded in positive feedback, while punishments 

and criticism go under negative evaluative feedback, according to Brookhart (2008). Also 

in the interviews with the teachers I wanted to find out whether they see feedback as a part 

of encouragement and praise or whether they see it as a separate entity. I think that know-

ing how to give good feedback to the students is part of the everyday work of the teacher 

and like Brookhart (2008) stated, if feedback is given appropriately it can be a powerful 

way of enhancing the students’ learning. I have definitely had some bad, less constructive 

feedback during my school years and I have realized that it is not such a simple issue, 

though it may appear so at first glance. Again, giving feedback is something that is ex-

pected of teachers, but requires a set of skills and knowledge that probably can be devel-

oped through concrete experience, at least to a degree. By simply reading through a range 

or books on feedback, I feel that I myself have learned a great deal on the subject. I have 

come to think that simply keeping in mind the question posed by Hattie and Timperley 

(2007) present would help teachers a great deal in their workload; that teaching students to 

ask these questions would relieve teachers of the burden of acting as initiators in every 

lesson or session. 
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3 Research Methodology and Implementation 

 

This research is a deductive, theory-oriented, narrative research which focuses on finding 

out information on the subject of encouragement from literature and forming a theory basis 

for the terms and issues connected to encouragement, which were presented in chapter two. 

Theory-oriented research means that the important themes and aspects that have emerged 

from the theory are the basis of the interview and therefore the structure for my analysis as 

well. The focus is also in teachers’ experiences from the educational field. In order to find 

out what the teacher’s experiences on encouragement are, narrative interview and analysis 

of the interviews is implemented and in this chapter. I will moreover open up the terms 

related to ‘narrativity’, and describe the different aspects of narrative research. Then I will 

move on to explaining the methods used for collecting and analysing the empirical data of 

this study. 

 

3.1 Defining Narrative Research  

 

The term narrative is, according to most narrative researchers, “an oral, written, or filmed 

account of events told to others or to oneself, but is not verbal material that is purely de-

scriptive, expository, disconnected or abstract” (Smith 2000, p. 328). According to 

Riessman (2008) narrative as a tem brings on various meanings and is used in a number of 

ways by different disciplines, frequently as a synonym with “story”. (pp. 3-7)  

Liebliech, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber (1998) inquire: “Why should one conduct a narra-

tive research?” First of all they state that people are storytellers by nature. Stories are in the 

centre of communication and provide continuity to an experience one has had. (Lieblich, 

Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber 1998, p. 7) Heikkinen claims that narrativity is not exactly a 

method, neither a school of thought, but a “scattered formation” of research that is related 

to stories. It is a framework with the basic feature of drawing attention to stories as provid-

ers and mediators of reality. Narrativity is often linked to constructivism, which highlights 
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the thinking that humans construct their knowledge and their identity through stories. 

(Heikkinen 2001, p. 185-187) Elbaz-Luwisch (2007) also notes that narrative research on 

teaching has progressed from the hypothesis that the knowledge of a teacher itself has a 

storied form, which develops out of stories about teacher’s work, dialogues with people 

and with themselves, with pupils and teaching materials. (p. 359) Stories are central to nar-

rative research and bring meaning to the issues under study. In my research the stories of 

the teachers construct my knowledge on encouragement and possibly bring forth different 

aspects than the theory reveals.  

According to Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber (1998) the definition for the term narra-

tive research is quite hard to find. They define narrative research as a study that uses narra-

tive materials to analyze them. Data collection happens through a story (interview, or liter-

ary work of a life story), field notes of anthropologists, diaries, conversations, oral life sto-

ries and so on. Both basic and applied sciences use narrative inquiry and it is used for in-

stance in developmental psychology and sociology research that concentrate on studying 

special age groups, and use children's narratives to find out about their cognitive and social             

development. (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber 1998, pp. 3-4) Teachers' narratives, 

meaning the stories of their own experiences, are seen more and more central when     

studying the thinking, culture and behavior of teachers (Cortazzi 1993, p. 5). Narrative 

studies of teaching have examined a wide, and often overlapping, array of themes and con-

cepts, such as teachers’ identities and stories of teachers' knowledge and work in the school 

context (Elbaz-Luwisch 2007, p. 362). I find that my research falls into the latter men-

tioned category.  

Caine, Estefan and Clandinin (2013) point out that narrative research and narrative inquiry 

have not always been terms used as synonyms. ‘Narrative’ is nowadays used when refer-

ring to a variety of things, but these authors want to point out that narrative inquiry has 

some specific characteristics that need to be taken into account when talking about re-

search as narrative inquiry. Firstly, narrative inquiry is interested in experiences and there-

fore it comes forth from an ontological position which means that the research is curious 

about the factors of their experience and in order to think or inquire narratively the re-

searcher must be ontologically dedicated. (Caine, Estefan, & Clandinin 2013, p. 574-577) 

According to Dewey, narrative ontology indicates that people and the context in which 

they collaborate, changes as a result of constant interactive experiences (in Caine, Estefan, 
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& Clandinin 2013, p. 576). Clandinin, Huber, & Murphy (2011) argue: “It is through story 

that people are able to understand, make meaning of, and relate experiences, because story 

is how people make sense of their existence.” (as cited in in Caine, Estefan and Clandinin 

2013, p. 576) As stated by Hatch and Wisniewsk (1995) the essential difference between 

traditional qualitative research and narrative research is the subjectivity of knowledge. The 

goal of narrative research is not objective, generalized knowledge, but personal, subjective 

knowledge (in Heikkinen 2001, p. 188). This is the case in most qualitative research, if not 

all, where subjectivity of knowledge is recognized. Cortazzi believes that some of the 

knowledge that is expressed in teachers' narratives could not be expressed in any other way 

(Cortazzi 1993, p. 10). The ontological position for this research follows the thoughts de-

scribed by Caine, Estefan and Clandinin (2013). I hope to understand the teachers’ experi-

ences better by collecting stories from specific situations from their school time and from 

their career. I also look into the different factors that their experiences are built up from. 

 

3.2 Data Collection 

 

The word ‘narrative’ is also used when describing the material used in research and the 

quality of the data. Polkinghorne (as cited in Heikkinen 2011) distinguishes between three 

types of research data: numerical, short answer and narrative. Interviews are one type of 

research data based on narratives, and are used in this research. (Heikkinen 2001, p. 191) 

Riessman (2008) points out that in the human sciences most narrative projects have their 

basis on some kind of interviews (p. 23). I chose to execute an interview where I combined 

narrative ways of interview with a half-structured interview method.  Robinson (1995) sees 

that in a half-structured interview the questions are defined beforehand, but the order of the 

questions and the order of the words in the questions can vary (as cited in Hirsjärvi & 

Hurme 2011, p. 47). The questions can also have a definition in them to which the inter-

viewer asks the interviewees point of view (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2011, pp. 106-107). This 

way I was able to compare the definitions found from the theory to the definitions suggest-

ed by the teachers, and also inquire the teachers whether they agreed with some of the 

statements of the researchers and theorists.  
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Listening attentively and giving up control are important factors that are required from the 

researcher in a narrative interview (Riessman 2008, p. 24). The themes and questions were 

chosen from the theory I compiled, but I also left room for the teachers to tell their stories 

about some of the key themes and aspects, such as their own school experiences of encour-

aging and discouraging teachers. In the beginning of my interview I also let the teachers 

freely associate concerning the subject of encouragement. I wanted to give space to my 

interviewees to speak as long as they could, and after a long story or example, they usually 

asked in the end whether they had answered the question. Because I did not limit the time 

of the answers, the duration of the interviews varied quite a lot, from 45 minutes to 2 

hours.  

I knew all the interviewees beforehand to some degree, and knew that they are all positive 

people who use encouragement in their classroom to an extent. I knew some of these 

teachers better than others, but had heard that they were all very liked among their stu-

dents. All of them have very different backgrounds personally, professionally and cultural-

ly. One of them is a female teacher Hannele, a slightly older teacher who has worked pre-

viously for many years with younger children and now works in primary education. The 

other interviewee is a young Finnish male teacher Juha who works in a primary school. 

Then I also interviewed a younger British female, Lucy, who is teaching in a school for 

four to seven year old children, in a so-called infant school, in England. The reason why I 

chose people who I already knew to use encouragement to some extent, is because I was 

interested in how similar or different their views and experiences are and whether they still 

use praise, punishment, reward and other methods in their classroom and how do they see 

these different methods. The fact that I knew the interviewees beforehand might have in-

fluenced their answers to a degree. The interview situations were quite relaxed because for 

this reason, and that might have created a safer environment for the teachers to open up 

and honestly tell what they thought about the issues and topics that were discussed. How-

ever, for a stranger they might have told other things, things they did not share with me. I 

wonder if they would have for example problematized the topic more in this kind of situa-

tion. The fact that I inquired them about how they encourage their students and what are 

the things encouragement effects in the most, already created some kind of setting for the 

interview situation. It might be that the interviewees would have emphasized different as-

pects as important in their work if I would have just inquired them about what is generally 

important in teachers’ work.  
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I conducted my interviews in February, March and April 2014. I travelled to England and 

interviewed Lucy there, and conducted the interviews of the two Finnish teachers in Fin-

land. The interviews were executed in the interviewees’ mother tongue which is according 

to Hirsjärvi and Hurme (2011) best from the interviewees’ standpoint. After the interview I 

transcribed the recorded data almost right away after conducting the interview. Then I read 

through the text and to help my reading, and further my analysis, I used different coloured 

pencils to highlight different parts of the text and dig out the golden quotes which I wanted 

to preserve as such to the analysis. I asked questions, which are presented at the end of 

next section, from the data I collected, and also analyzed my own extra questions that I 

asked unplanned in the interview situations; whether they were questions that were lead-

ing, clarifying or a way of helping the interviewee. 

 

3.3 Thematic Analysis of Narratives and Narrative Analysis 

 

Narrative as a term can also be used about the way of analysing the data (Heikkinen 2001, 

p. 191). According to Riessman narrative analysis can refer to a number of methods for 

interpreting text in storied form (Riessman 2008, p. 11). Bahktin states that it requires a 

dialogical listening of three voices; the voice of the narrator, the theoretical framework and 

self-awareness of the process of reading and interpretation, when a researcher is working 

with narrative material (as cited in Lieblich, Tuwal et al. 1998, p. 10). 

Smith states that when conducting a narrative research the researcher can decide on using 

one or more existing systems of analysis, to alter an existing system or develop a totally 

new system (Smith, 2000). In this research I chose to combine two ways of analysing the 

data, thematic analysis of narratives (Riessman, 2008) and narrative analysis (Polking-

horne, 1988, Heikkinen, 2001). When studying the narrative approach and different meth-

ods of narrative analysis I found that in many ways the narrative methods of analysis over-

lap, but are also defined differently by researchers. Polkinghorne way of dividing the two 

approaches of narrative analysis and analysis of narratives is based on Bruner's categories 

of pragmatic and narrative knowledge (Heikkinen 2001, p. 191). These two processes have 

a different function: paradigmatic mode is in search of universal truth conditions and narra-
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tive mode on the other hand looks for specific connections between certain events. 

(Polkinghorne 1988, p. 17) Analysis of narratives makes classifications out of the narra-

tives and the data and uses for example metaphors or categories as ways to classify them. 

Narrative analysis on the other hand focuses on producing a new story based on the stories 

found in the data. Analysis of narratives according to Polkinghorne uses a more pragmatic 

way of knowing and narrative analysis makes use of the narrative mode. (Heikkinen 2001, 

p. 191)   

Riessman (2008) points out that in thematic analysis, as in all narrative inquiry, the re-

searcher is concerned with what is said. Yet, in thematic narrative analysis the content is 

what is focused on the most, and how or to whom and for what purpose things are said, are 

not at the centre of thematic analysis. The interpretation of the data happens in light of 

thematics developed by the researcher which can emerge from the theory, for example. In 

this type of analysis “story” is kept intact for the purpose of interpretation. Preserving se-

quences is important instead of presenting coded segments. (Riessman 2008, pp. 53-74)   

In the thematic analysis of narratives I make use of themes through which I look at the 

stories that the interviewees tell me and then organise them into different chapters in order 

to compare and analyse the similarities, differences and interesting viewpoints. These 

themes are the main points linked to the subject of encouragement that arose from the theo-

ry. I wanted the interviewees also to freely tell stories from their own school time and sto-

ries from their teaching career. For these longer sections of narratives I will use narrative 

analysis which means summarizing the stories into smaller storied forms and then looking 

at them in the light of theory and the other teachers' narratives. The theoretical background 

will also serve as a basis for chapter four where the results and analysis are explained. 

However, the subheadings are not strictly similar to those of the theory chapter, but I have 

combined some of the subjects and terms under same chapters and renamed to an extent. I 

wanted to include quite a lot of the original transcribed data, so that the reader will also be 

able to look into the research situation and find out how things were said. I have separated 

the direct quotes by italics. From every quote and answer one can see to which question the 

answer was given and by whom it was said. The questions of the interviews both in Finn-

ish and English are included in the appendices.   
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The three main research questions were: 1.What is encouragement and how is it defined by 

different researchers and the teacher interviewed in this research? 2. What are the effects of 

encouragement (in light of theoretical and empirical data)? 3. What kind of experiences 

and practical methods do teachers have on encouraging students in the classroom? The 

questions guiding me in my analysis, and which I asked from the collected data when I was 

reading it through, are also following:  

From what kind of perspectives do the interviewees approach the subject?  

When telling stories from their school experiences and teaching experiences how do they 

position themselves and others?  

How do the teachers entwine together personal experiences, social and societal needs,   

demands, hopes and attitudes? 

What are the differences and similarities in their answers? 

How do these correlate with the theory? 
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4 Results of the Analysis 

 

In this chapter the results of the thematic analysis of the teachers’ narratives, and narrative 

analysis of the specific stories told by the teachers during the interview, are presented. I 

have divided the questions and topics discussed into nine different sections, but obviously 

some of the answers and issues discussed overlap. The first two sections discuss the defini-

tions for praise and encouragement and their differences from the teachers’ perspective 

compared to the theoretical background. Then I will move on to analysing the stories of 

discouraging and encouraging teachers from the interviewees’ own school times, and after 

that discuss and analyze their opinions on the starting points for this whole topic. Section 

4.5 consists of the narrative analysis of the stories of encouragement in teachers’ work and 

what kind of changes it might have made in the lives of their students. Subsequently, I ana-

lyze the questions and answers related to the practical aspects of encouragement; can 

teachers encourage student’s personality, is there such a thing as too much encouragement, 

and how can children be taught to encourage each other in their daily lives. Issues related 

to punishment and rewards are discussed in the light of the theory and empirical data in 

4.7, and classroom approaches and the teachers’ views of these approaches in section 4.8. 

Finally the effects of encouragement and other aspects that teachers see as important are 

talked over.  

 

4.1 Defining Praise and Encouragement 

 

The interview situation started with a free association during which the teacher could tell 

what the word encouragement brings to their minds. The answers were different in their 

length and nature, but there were also some similarities between them. During the free as-

sociation Lucy commented the question itself:  “It's a really hard one to define isn't it?” 

(Lucy, Q1) The difficulty of defining the term encouragement is something that rose up 

also among researchers specializing on this topic (E.g. Azoulay, 1999). In Lucy's opinion 

encouragement means: “--helping somebody to realize like their potential or realize that 
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they can do something or they can be good at something--“. (Lucy Q1) She also mentioned 

that this means that you come along side somebody and build them up so that they can 

achieve something. Similarly to Lucy’s thoughts, Hannele’s idea of encouragement in 

practice was going alongside somebody and helping them with something that the child 

would not have the courage to do by themselves. Related to these comments for example 

Evans (2002) mentioned that encouragement is building somebody up and recognizing 

somebody's efforts. Juha approached the question a bit differently and started off by throw-

ing in terms that he thought depict the nature of encouragement; love, cheering somebody 

on, caring, responsibility, honouring or supporting somebody, wisdom. Help, support and 

cheering somebody on or helping somebody achieve something were factors common to 

all of the answers.  

Question four concerning teachers’ opinions of the difference and similarity between 

praise and encouragement produced divergent answers.  Lucy described her views of the 

terms: “So to me praise might be more saying well done when they've done something 

good-- And encouragement might be more on the journey, “C’mon you can do this, I know 

you can. Keep trying, do this bit, try this.”” (Lucy Q4) Praising the child happens when the 

child has achieved or done something and encouragement is given by the teachers in the 

process by comments that cheer them on. Juha on the other hand comprehended that praise 

is targeted on the actions and things people do, and encouragement is directed towards 

people themselves, particularly their identity, their gifts and who they are as a person. 

Hannele reminisced and reflected on her own children’s school time in an international 

school abroad where she saw that praise can be encouraging too. When a child is praised 

for something, it can cheer him or her on to do something they would not normally do. She 

saw a lot of things in common with these terms, but wondered how a teacher can encour-

age without the element of praise as being part of it, for example by telling the child that he 

or she is capable of something. On the other hand she thought that one can praise without 

the encouragement aspect included.   

I also inquired the interviewees where they would place the term positive feedback in rela-

tion to the terms encouragement and praise, since positive feedback was defined and dis-

cussed in chapter 2.5 when talking about the different classroom approaches. According to 

researchers positive feedback includes encouragement and praise (Brookhart 2008). Evans 

(1997) for instance defines encouragement as verbal positive feedback. Hannele consid-
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ered positive feedback as the whole package or the umbrella concept above praise and en-

couragement among other things. She told me that she has this principle that if she has to 

give one negative feedback or forbid something then this should be followed by giving 

positive feedback nine times. (Hannele Q5) A similar thinking of one negative word versus 

10 positive words was also described in some of the positive classroom approaches. Juha 

and Lucy agreed that praise and encouragement both fit into positive feedback. So, all of 

these three teachers consider positive feedback to be more of a general term above encour-

agement and praise similarly to various researchers. 

 

4.2 The Differences of Praise and Encouragement  

 

Question 15 was also linked to the differences of the terms encouragement and praise. In 

this question I opened up my theoretical findings of these terms for the teachers, and asked 

whether they agree with these views: “Researchers differentiate between these two terms 

and describe that praise means for instance sentences such as “Good job!” or “Good 

boy/girl!” Encouragement on the other hand describes what was good and in what did the 

student make a progress in, and so on.” Lucy expressed that her understanding of these 

two terms is not exactly similar to the researchers’ thoughts. She suggested that praise can 

be quite specific as well, and encouragement can be just saying: “Good boy, good girl”, but 

said that these two terms are kind of inter-changeable in her opinion. I then asked whether 

she thought that praise was complementing child on the end result and encouragement fo-

cusing on the process. This could be seen as a leading question, but because of her answer 

earlier (Lucy Q4) I was in a way trying to clarify whether she meant what I had understood 

earlier. She then clarified that it was what she meant and described: 

 “--whilst they're doing something you might be saying “oh keep going, you're doing a 

good job, you've done that right”. That would be the encouragement they needed to carry 

on. Yeah, that does makes sense because then praise might be something that they get more 

at the end, because you would then say: “Oh I really like that you did this”.” (Lucy Q15) 

When asking Juha this question concerning the researcher’s definitions of the terms, he 

explained shortly that he has never really thought about encouragement and praise in this 
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way. I then also probed an extra question which kind of summarized what he had said 

about the terms earlier: “You defined it more so that praise is related to actions and en-

couragement directed at a person?” Juha agreed. By asking this extra question I wanted to 

check whether my own interpretation of his answer were right.  

Hannele considered that the difference between encouragement and praise is more of a 

technical difference. One of course needs to know where the student is at when encourag-

ing someone, but she told that she would not start of from where the student has succeeded 

in, but instead with encouragement she starts more with helping the student realize that 

they can do a lot already, but they can also do the things ahead, so directing it more to the 

future. In the light of the descriptions of the terms in the question I presented, she under-

stood that encouragement is more an afterward thing, and she in a way in the light of 

Vygotsky’s ideas, thought it has more to do with scaffolding, praising and cheering the 

students on somewhere where the students have not yet been. Praise sometimes in her 

opinion has a negative label, but it is not a meaningless thing, Hannele said. What came up 

from the researchers and how the terms were defined (Dinkmeyer & Eckstein, 1996; Kohn, 

2001; Zimmerman, 2002; Pety, Kelly, & Kafafy, 1983) was somehow similar to what the 

teachers said, but they still had very different kind of thoughts and did not see praise as 

such a damaging practice as for example Kohn (2001) and Zimmerman (2002). 

However in question 16 some aspects of the difficulty of giving praise came up when I 

presented the study concerning the use of praise that Kohn (2006) referred to in his book: 

“Referring to a study dealing with praise which was conducted by Joan Grusec at the Uni-

versity of Toronto, Kohn (2001) tells that students, who were regularly praised when they 

were being generous, were less generous in the everyday life of the school than the other 

students were. Children also became less interested in sharing or helping every time they 

had received praise such as “Good sharing.” or “I’m so proud of you.” (Q16) and asked 

the teachers what they thought about this. 

Lucy articulated: ”That's very interesting. I can almost understand that if they're getting it 

all the time they almost become immune like “Oh great I know how to share, so I'm choos-

ing not to.”” (Lucy Q16) Juha moreover held the results a bit weird. I then asked whether a 

child should be praised for something that is expected of them (incluced in question 16). In 

Juha’s opinion it depends on what we are talking about. For instance one does not compli-
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ment an 11 year old child for tying their shoes, but then there are a lot more wavering or 

complicated things like emotional intelligence or empathy he pointed out. Lucy also con-

sidered that expectations and praise are age dependent. 

Hannele' expressed that when I posed this question (16) she was thinking whether the 

praise in this specific example has been praise without meaning. In her opinion a child 

knows when she or he has not done so well, and when for example his or her drawing 

should be or should not be praised. This aspect was also discussed in the theory part and 

for example Berk (2004) stated that children are quick to notice when a compliment is 

false and they can start to question their self-worth if these false compliments are given by 

an adult. When a praise or encouragement is in its right place Hannele has not come across 

this kind of behaviour in children, that they would quit doing good or positive things. She 

added: ”If one is thinking this way then probably a big part of Americans and people from 

this kind of international world are totally lost because the culture or praise is so big 

there.” (Hannele Q16) This comment was interesting in my opinion, because the study was 

done in Canada and the researchers questioning praise, whose ideas were discussed about 

in the theoretical part, are mostly from North America. The question that rose up in my 

mind from Hannele’s comment is that would a culture of encouragement be healthier also 

in countries where people find it fairly easy to praise children? In teachers' work and in 

their comments it seemed like praise and encouragement were somehow different, but also 

similar and both words were used a lot and mostly in a positive sense. So the differences of 

the function and definition of these terms that came up in the theoretical section were not 

as obvious in teachers' comments. 

I also wanted to ask if teachers sometimes repeat certain sentences or sayings without 

thinking about them too much, for instance the phrase: “That’s good!” Linked to this I 

asked whether feedback should always be given purposefully in their opinion. (Question 8) 

This question was inspired by the different definitions of these two terms and the different 

opinions theorists had of their function and effect. I also remembered a course where we 

had a long discussion about the importance of being aware of how you give feedback to 

your students.  

“--with thirty children, you might pick out someone's work and say something like “wow 

this is incredible, I love how many full stops you've done and look at all those adjectives 
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you've used” and straight away another child says: “What about mine?”. Then you may 

say: “Oh yeah yours is brilliant too.” ” (Lucy Q8) 

Lucy stated that you have to have a bit of both, the purposeful feedback and also praise and 

encouragement that spur from the moment. She said that because of the size of the class 

and enthusiastic receivers of compliments and praise it is sometimes hard to come up with 

different things to say paper after paper or child after child if you have a pile of work in 

front of you. Juha admitted that he repeats things continuously and he sees that just saying 

”Good” or ”Very good.” is actually important, but it should be done with being aware of 

your actions. According to Juha it is hard to notice those mannerisms, but afterwards when 

he has started to think about it, he has noticed that just saying things without the meaning 

behind them might not necessarily have an effect on the students.  Hannele pointed out that 

to a degree in Finland it is traditionally thought that praise is unnecessary in a way, but that 

she strives to praise children in a way that they understand. The kind of praise where the 

child also knows that the work or something he or she has done was not that good is not so 

necessary in her opinion. She did however conclude: “But then again in everyone there are 

a lot of those kinds of abilities, characteristics of their personality and skills in social rela-

tions or something else, that one can always find something that has a meaning in a good 

way.” (Hannele Q8) Hannele believed that there is always something in children, whether 

it is talents, personality or social skills, what you can praise. This is something I have 

thought about during this research a lot, because those who speak for the use of encour-

agement or praise say that it should be real and with encouragement for example, you need 

to know what to specifically say to each child. Juha talked about the aspect of mannerisms 

in teachers’ work and this was exactly the conversation that we had in one of the Master’s 

level courses on education. Cultivating the word ‘good’ is not exactly good feedback, and 

as Juha said the word in itself is important but should be consciously in the classroom. Lu-

cy on the other hand thought that both purposeful and spontaneous ‘in the moment feed-

back’ are needed. If a teacher genuinely thinks there is always something to be encouraged 

and praised in children, and encouragement and praise is given in a way that children un-

derstand as Hannele stressed, is it not real positive feedback then?  
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4.3 Stories of Encouraging and Discouraging Teachers 

 

Finding out teachers’ own experiences of an encouraging teacher and stories from their 

own school time were the focus of question two. Lucy started her own story by telling: 

 “So I had a drama teacher who seemed a bit scary... So that doesn't sound encouraging- 

But she seemed a bit scary when you were with a whole big group, but if she spoke to you 

on her own, she would suddenly be really nice—“ (Lucy Q2) 

Lucy described that even small things that this teacher wrote in her yearbook, for example: 

”You are good at drama”, impacted her a lot. This teacher was not encouraging all the time 

in front of all the students, but would one on one give Lucy an assignment or task Lucy 

thought she could not do, for example a role in a school play:  ”I was like “I don't want to 

do this.” She was like “But I have chosen you, because I think you'll be able to do it, I 

think you'll be good at this.”” (Lucy Q2) This teacher pushed Lucy out of her comfort zone 

for a while, but then encouraged her by reassuring she could do it. The little thing that this 

teacher, who was scary from some people’s opinion, wrote stuck with her all these years 

and impacted her a lot.   

Hannele explained that because she is already a bit older, when she was in school, teachers 

were not that encouraging or did not praise, it was more about achievement and getting 

things done. However, she had a first grade teacher who met her as a human being and was 

encouraging in that way. She was very sad because she had made a mistake and drew on 

the cover of her school desk and other kids had noticed it, but this teacher came to her be-

fore class and encouraged her by saying that these things happen, but that she is still wel-

comed in the class and that life does not stop even though you make one mistake. (Hannele 

Q2) 

Juha told it is easy to give an example of this type of teacher and starts explaining how his 

teacher in tenth grade basically changed his way of studying. After grade nine he did not 

have good grades enough to get into a high school he wanted and did not see vocational 
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school as an option. In the 10th grade there was a male teacher in his forties’ who was that 

kind of teacher who was caring and made him feel valuable and that he can actually suc-

ceed in something.  Because of this teacher Juha started to believe in his own abilities and 

improved his grades massively. After grade 10 he could apply to any high school and get 

in where he wanted. Juha explained that there was not one clear way in this teacher's be-

havior that changed him, but the teacher was more a father figure who would stay and play 

floor ball and go eat at a grill with the boys after school.  

In both Juha's and Lucy's stories the teacher made them feel like they could achieve some-

thing, succeed in something. For Lucy it was what the teacher said and wrote that made an 

impact, for Juha it was not that clear what were the actions that were encouraging, but the 

teacher was present in his life and studies and did not just show that in classroom, but also 

outside the classroom. Hannele had experienced a caring teacher who met her as a person 

instead of just looking at her actions, which was rare in her school career and in the nega-

tive stories which I will present next one can see that more clearly. 

 

4.3.1 Discouraging Teachers 

 

After the teachers had told the stories of encouraging teachers I asked them whether they 

remember a teacher who would have been particularly discouraging or whether something 

a teacher had said or done would still be something they remembered. (Question 2) 

Hannele began her story by saying: ”Well there sure is a lot of them.” In P.E for example 

she had felt like it was discouraging that even though she was really great in the subject, 

even above average, she did not get any positive feedback during the lessons or ever from 

the teacher, you just had to strive and achieve. Number ten (the best score in Finland) was 

then seen as the encouragement. On the other hand the failures and what one was not so 

good at were highlighted, and throughout Hannele's school career she saw this most in lan-

guage teaching. For example her English teacher in high school embarrassed people sys-

tematically, and in the last year of high school when Hannele had just got married she was 
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made to stand up and in front of the whole class and translate a sentence: ”Aion mennä 

ostamaan lastenvaunut.” (Literal English translation: ”I am going to go buy baby bug-

gies.”) So she remembers multiple these kind of negative actions that pushed her down and 

other people down, or comparisons like ”You can't do this either, because your brother 

could not.” or ”Why can't you do this when your brother could.”   

Lucy decided to tell about her primary school teacher who had a metal tin that she would 

bang in front of the students' tables if she got really crossed or a student did not do some-

thing the teacher wanted. Lucy explained: ”Obviously she never hurt anyone, because she 

would've lost her job, but I still remember that like it was scary, you didn't want to do any-

thing wrong because you knew she would bang this tin at you.” (Lucy Q2b) The teacher 

also shouted, not all the time, but she had also seemed generally annoyed and students 

found her scary. Then Lucy continues to tell another example of her math teacher. She was 

put into the bottom set for maths in school and the teacher who was leading this group 

started off by saying: “Look, everyone else thinks you are not very good and you are not 

gonna do very well, but together we are going to try.” (Lucy Q2b) Lucy remembers think-

ing whether what the teacher said was encouragement or just bad, because it sounded bad, 

and finally she made it clear to me that it was not encouraging at all.   

Juha compared his experience of the encouraging 10
th

 grade teacher to an elderly English 

teacher who was very different, discouraging instead of encouraging. In the first course 

and first lesson of that course in high school he was removed from the classroom because 

he was chatting with his classmate in the middle of the lesson. He was telling his friend 

things, and might have also used a swear word in the classroom. This teacher very strictly 

intervened and started controlling him to act in a certain way. Juha then got really pro-

voked by this and it only made the young boy even more excited, and finally he was re-

moved from the class. Juha was singled out as a target for this teacher for the entire three 

years of high school. What was the most discouraging factor for him was that she wanted 

him to act in a certain way without showing caring or anything of that sort. 

Hannele has had many discouraging experiences and therefore it was not hard for her to 

come up with a story from her time in school as a student. Juha for instance had to first 

think a little bit before telling the story about the English teacher. In these stories you can 

see more clearly what was the specific action that was discouraging in the interviewees’ 
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opinion, than in the stories of the encouraging teachers. Hannele defined those actions as 

embarrassing a person and pushing somebody down with comments and tasks. For Lucy 

the metal tin and shouting had been discouraging in addition with the comment that her 

math teacher had said to the whole class about them being the bottom and everyone know-

ing it. In Juha’s example it was the controlling attitude of the teacher without her showing 

care towards him, not the removal from class specifically.  

I did not have a question for the teacher where they specifically would define discourage-

ment, except for asking it from Lucy in the question concerning punishment and reward. 

(These answers are presented in chapter 4.7.) Lucy described her definition of discourage-

ment in this manner: 

 ”Straight away with encouragement I think of other people encouraging somebody, but 

with discouragement it's easier to see how someone can feel discouraged by a situation as 

well as by what people might say. So I guess discouragement would be, yeah, not building 

somebody up, not making them feel like they could achieve something and that could be 

verbal but I guess quite often it's not as well.” (Lucy Q14) 

From the theories, I found many interesting thoughts on the definitions and effects of     

discouragement and as I wrote in chapter two I believe that it is very important for teachers 

to be aware of what kind of effects these kinds of actions can have on children. Dinkmeyer 

and Eckstein (1996), along with Hart and Kindle Hodson (2004) talk about the possible 

effects of discouragement such as: lack of motivation and self-doubt or feelings of un-

worthiness. Juha told that what was so encouraging about his 10th grade teacher was that 

he made him feel valuable, and according to researchers’ discouragement would be the 

opposite of that. This could be the reason why Juha had felt like his English teacher was 

very different to his encouraging 10
th

 grade teacher. Lucy defined that discouragement is 

not building somebody up and Evans (2002) actually very similarly defined discourage-

ment as tearing people down instead of building people up. Evans (2002) also pointed out 

about labelling and isolation as discouraging actions which were seen in Juha's and Han-

nele's examples as well  

. 
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4.4 Starting Points for Encouragement 

 

In the introduction I described that one of the reasons for studying the topic of encourage-

ment was because I felt like it had come up on many occasions during the studies, but was 

not really discussed or studied. I did not know how encouragement really works in the 

classroom and what kinds of approaches exist. Also looking into the different theories and 

researches it became obvious that various researchers (Evans, 1995; Zimmerman, 2002; 

Dinkmeyer & Eckstein, 1996; Pepper & Roberson, 1983) stated that encouragement should 

be part of teachers’ everyday practice. Therefore in question three I asked the teachers 

whether they thought that encouragement is self-evident in teacher's work. Lucy covered 

this question a bit in the beginning and said that she thinks that one does it naturally as a 

teacher or one would hope that teachers would do it naturally. (Lucy Q1) Juha wanted to 

clarify whether I meant that it happens automatically from a teacher, and I answered yes. 

He questioned this and explained: 

 ”--personally I have noticed that how much I feel loved, appreciated and accepted it is 

directly comparable to how much I have the strength then to encourage my students. And if 

things are going badly in your life, there is not anywhere from where you can scoop up the 

encouraging feedback.” (Juha Q3)  

Juha believed that a teacher's ability to encourage is directly linked to the teacher's well-

being: ”--and you can do it like by force for a while, but in the end it runs out, like the re-

sources and you focus on the stress factors and problems you might have.” (Juha Q3) As 

Juha was questioning whether it is self-evident, similarly was questioning this and she di-

rectly said: 

”No, no, maybe it comes through that if you have yourself experienced the power of en-

couragement at some point like in your own life and on the other hand have had the 

chance to see how it empowers even a small child and adult when something positive is 

said.” (Hannele Q3)  

Hannele also mentioned the aspect of self-evidence in her answer to question six concern-

ing the everyday life of the classroom. She explained how she had noticed that the ability 

to do these things is not born by itself; you have to learn it, so to speak. From Juha I decid-

ed to ask the extra question concerning teacher training and whether encouragement was 
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taught or discussed about in some way during studies, which I had asked from Lucy after 

question six also. Juha stated that he thinks it was some kind of automatic assumption that 

one teaches through encouragement, but where you get that ability from was not talked 

about. Through his own experiences in life he has learned how to encourage others. Lucy 

could not remember a session on it and said: ”I suppose in some ways it's got to be just a 

given, like if you're a teacher that's something you have to do.” (Lucy Q3) Lucy also men-

tioned that educators always talk about positive praise or positive reinforcement, and even 

when her lessons are observed every term, that is something that people would be looking 

for and they would comment on the positive reinforcement aspect. Later on in question 20 

she also spoke about encouragement in training: ”Even, how of many years I've teaching, 

we have training every week, and not often is the training about that sort of thing - praise 

and encouragement, it's assumed that you know how to do that and that's what you do.” 

(Lucy Q20) 

I actually did not ask Hannele whether encouragement was an aspect or a method dis-

cussed in her studies in the actual planned interview, but after the interview we still contin-

ued to talk and she wanted to add something and I also inquired her about this aspect. She 

told me that encouragement was not talked about when she was studying to become a pre-

school teacher, and neither when later went on to study teaching on primary level. In her 

entrance exams she had thought out loud what the great thing about the schools abroad 

was, because there her kids did not want to skip school even when they were sick. She de-

scribed that she actually started to study teaching out of curiosity, out of the desire to know 

why her kids liked school so much when they were living abroad and going to the interna-

tional school. 

Researchers like Evans (2005, 1996), Kohn (2006), and Nelsen (2001) talk about the im-

portance of teachers' ability to encourage their students, but I did not find that many theo-

ries or researches on what creates this ability and how is it learned. If the skill to encourage 

is directly linked to teachers' well-being as Juha stated, then that could, or should, be some-

thing that is discussed in teacher-training programs. Or if it is linked to cultural back-

ground, then Finnish teachers should actually practice it and gain knowledge in how to do 

it in practice as Hannele described. All of these teachers mentioned they have learned 

about it, through own personal experiences and through encouraging people in their lives. 

So in a way encouragement is infectious: encouragement creates encouragement which 
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again creates it in another situation. After question 10 (discussed in section 4.6.2), which 

inquired whether teachers can encourage their students too much, I asked Hannele if in her 

opinion small children need more praise or encouragement than older children, because of 

my interview with Lucy before where she had mentioned: “I mean maybe it's different 

when children get older, but for me I work with infant children, so the oldest child in our 

school is seven, so they're four to seven years old so they are quite small, so I reckon they 

need even more encouragement that maybe older children do, to do things.” (Lucy Q3) 

Hannele questioned the thinking that smaller children would need more encouragement 

because in her opinion everyone needs it. “Somehow the thought of it, that at some point 

the need for praise or being seen would end, it is not like that, also adults still need com-

pliments.”(Hannele Q10) She described that in their work community they are starting to 

set up a system on the webpage of their school where they could encourage one another. 

From all of these comments and aspects that the researchers also presented a new question 

arose: Can someone who has never been encouraged themselves truly encourage others?   

 

4.5 Stories of Encouragement in Teachers' Work 

 

Lucy’s story described a case about a boy with a difficult family background. Things in 

this boy’s life had not been good for him and his behavior in school had started to go down 

a lot, and he was quite violent and aggressive and would shout a lot, therefore it was quite 

hard initially to get through to him. Lucy ended up having time out of class just with him, 

and they had chatted about things. What he said was very interesting according to Lucy, 

because he had said: “Nobody thinks I'm good at anything, I'm not as clever as my older 

brother, I can't do this...” All the things he was saying were very negative; that nobody 

believed him when he said things, that nobody said anything nice to him and all of that. 

Lucy pointed out that of course in a class situation he had been receiving praise, but as one 

of the thirty children in Lucy’s class and therefore she was not quite aware of his own in-

dividual feelings. They had written a list of things that upset him, and Lucy had asked him 

how he would like to be told how he is getting on, because she had noticed that even 

though she would tell him even in a very encouraging way that he has not done something 
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quite right, he would “lose it” and flip out and would just quit. The boy had told that he did 

not want to know straight away because he finds it embarrassing and did not want every-

one else to know how he is doing. Lucy told that she finds this hard as a teacher, because 

she generally wants to help her student go forward and make sure they can do better, but 

they had agreed on different practical methods how to talk about his behavior:  

“So now, if he' struggling with something, and I can see that, often what I'll do is at play-

time I might speak to him or after the session, so he's not in the middle of feeling rubbish 

or like he doesn't know what to do, then I'll talk to him and try to say it in a really calm 

way, and he will be much calmer because it's not straight away” (Lucy Q7) 

Lucy realized that for him, being encouraging and verbal with it is not actually going to 

help, because it seemed to just embarrass him, and it also seemed like he didn't want to 

really be good at anything. 

”So he's a bit of a funny one, because encouragement works for him, but in a very different 

way: you have to encourage him when he's least expecting it, which is odd...It's been inter-

esting. So that's a more unusual case probably...” (Lucy Q7) 

Hannele conveyed a story about a student who she had heard about and had observed since 

kindergarten. This particular boy was a very difficult case and it was a question mark 

whether this child could even manage in a classroom, so Hannele found the whole case 

scary and wondered how she would even cope with this child. However, she decided to 

start fresh with this kid, in a different way and see the things he could succeed in. She de-

scribed that she has only had maybe two occasions where she has had to tell him off a bit 

more strictly. All the raging and eloping are non-existent, she explained. Before the child 

had come into the class she had thought that she would have to start with praise, because 

she had seen that the child had not received it that much. Hannele pointed out that this kid 

is very smart and through finding out the things that this child can succeed in, he or she has 

started to enjoy learning now and does more than he or she should. So that has been a very 

big change Hannele has seen in her work, she highlighted.   

She also told me another story of a child that she was observing at today, the day of the 

interview, when she was standing outside on the school yard. This other child has been in 

her class for three years and had a difficult background and in the beginning there were a 

lot of hardships with this particular child and Hannele had felt like things are not going 
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anywhere. She told that this child is anyhow an amazing child and looking at the child 

now, he or she looks like a completely different person. Hannele described that she felt 

warm when she was observing this child when he or she was swinging outside. She had 

realized that believing in this child and the encouragement towards him or her and the 

work put in was really worth it. What everyone expected to happen to him or her is not 

what happened, and this child's life has turned out for the better, Hannele explained. 

Juha told a story about a student in his class, who had insulted someone in the classroom in 

a very perverse and hurtful way with his friend who had provoked this boy to do what he 

did. He talked to this boy after the lesson and he had confessed what he did and was sorry 

and admit that he had done it because of the pressure from the other boys. In his mind Juha 

had thought that he is going to give the boy the kind of detention he never forgets, but for 

some reason he had felt like that is not the right solution and that this student would just 

continue to seek for approval from the other guys. For the first time he tried a method 

where he started to stress to this boy how he could not believe that the boy had acted the 

way he did, because this boy is so smart and talented and he has formed such a positive 

image of him and they have had awesome times when talking about their common         

interests and so on. According to Juha the boy had been kind of surprised of his reaction 

and had been quiet for a while.  

“Then I asked him that do you understand how talented and valuable dude you are? And 

the boy standing before him with his head down and tears running down his face had shak-

en his head and said: “I don’t know how important I am as a person.” And then I asked 

him that “Has anyone ever told you how awesome you are? And he said “No, no one has 

said that.” “(Juha Q7) 

Juha had started to tell this boy how good he was and how Juha saw him and what his 

worth as a human being is, and other positive things which this student was not aware of. 

He told that after this discussion the boy has not done anything similar and has not treated 

other students in a negative way. Juha told that he has actually heard that after this incident 

the boy had started to apologize for his mistakes and to encourage other students out loud 

in the classroom. Juha pointed out:   “-- and it is kind of a holistic change which is positive 

that has happened in that boy and it is such a reason for joy for me as a teacher.” (Juha 

Q7) 
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I asked the teachers to tell me stories where some kind of change had happened in the child 

through encouragement and in Lucy’s story the change had occurred in the student’s way 

of reacting and he was much calmer. Juha’s student had started to encourage other stu-

dents, had taken responsibility of his actions. The students Hannele talked about had gone 

through a big change from having a lot of problems to being academically successful and 

behaving in a good way. In these stories I find a lot of practical ways of how to encourage 

a child in different ways which was one of the goals for my research. For Juha it was turn-

ing the situation over and instead of using the ordinary consequences or ways of punishing 

a child, he chose to lift the child up with his words and encourage him or her about his or 

her personality. As Lucy mentioned herself, her story was a bit of unusual one. She has had 

to come up with methods that work for this boy as an individual and not just go with the 

usual encouragement and praise in the classroom, for this boy individual personal feedback 

afterwards is helpful. In her example the boy had a difficult background, as in both exam-

ples by Hannele as well. Hannele told that she had to change her way of thinking about this 

student and start from “a clean table”, start fresh with that particular child.  The way she 

saw the child was important and her approach was to give as much encouragement and 

praise as she could in the beginning, because the child had not received much encouraged 

before. Her examples bring forth the pedagogy of seeing (Van Manen, 2002) and the im-

portance of how teachers’ think about their student in their minds and how that reflects in 

their actions (Hart, Kindle & Hodson, 2004; Marzano, Gaddy & Foseid, 2005). In the next 

chapter I have gathered together all the other questions that have to do with encouragement 

in practice in teacher’s work and in the classroom.  

 

4.6 Encouragement in Practice 

 

In questions six I chose to inquire of the interviewees whether encouragement is something 

that can be seen in the daily life of the classroom, and of its practical ways and methods of 

implementation. 
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Juha stated that encouragement is part of the everyday life in the classroom and is a very 

important part of his job that can produce extremely good results. As an educator that has 

worked with small children as well as adults, Hannele told that her ability to position her-

self to see a child or a student in a way that encourages giving praise, becomes an inborn 

ability with time. She explained that at times she reminds herself that also today she needs 

to remember to give praise or encourage, but she still believed it is a natural thing teachers 

do. Lucy also talked of encouragement as natural part of teaching in the free association in 

the beginning of the interview. To this specific question (Q6) she answered: 

”I think they definitely should be, not even just daily, but session by session, moment by 

moment there should be a lot of encouragement and feedback to the children. I think you 

can see it and I mean obviously you should be able to hear it in the classroom from the 

adults--” (Lucy Q6)  

Theories and research revealed that encouragement is positive verbal feedback to children, 

but also gestures and the way you talk to a child. For example Dinkmeyer and Eckstein 

(1996) described it as an attitude that communicates caring and compassion nonverbally. 

But they point out that there are some recognizable behaviors and words that correlate with 

encouragement. Juha stated that he tries to notice the moments where a student has been 

respectful or loving in their actions or behavior towards somebody else, and then give en-

couraging feedback to them. If a students does a task well he will obviously praise the stu-

dent, but he also pointed out:  “But sometimes it is not even verbal, so often times if a stu-

dents does something good during a lesson I can for example tap the student on a shoulder 

in an encouraging way--” (Juha Q6) 

Hannele also mentioned very similarly that sometimes encouragement is just tapping a 

student on their shoulder. Lucy described very precisely what kind of practices do they 

have in the classroom and how they mainly consist of visual signs in the classroom for 

these six to seven year olds. She talked about behavioral plans that some of the children 

have and these children would also have a behavior chart up on the wall, so when they 

have achieved something they'll be a mark to show the kids like a visual sign to show 

them. The whole class also has a marble jar that they fill if they have behaved well and so 

on. Lucy also told me about a golden time chart she uses in the classroom, which allows 

the kids to have a half an hour treat time on Fridays if they have earned some of the time, 

and also they can see if they are missing some of their time. She then questioned out 

loud:”--so that's almost the opposite of encouragement isn't it? Because those children can 



54  

 

  

see that they're not doing so well...” (Lucy Q6)  These kinds of methods of encouraging 

students could be categorised as behaviouristic to some extent. As it was described in the 

theory, behaviourists believe that people’s behavior is motivated by response to rewards 

and punishments in their environment. Pepper and Roberson’s (2008) said that when en-

couragement is viewed as “well-chosen reinforcements and well-designed prompts” for the 

students, it resembles the process called ‘shaping’ in behavioral theory. In chapter 2 I ex-

plained that I hope to find out some of the aspects that motivate students’ behavior from 

teachers’ perspective and experience, and in the light of Lucy’s examples they for example 

consist of visual signs and rewards for the students. 

Hannele gave an example of a child who had struggled a lot with reading and this child's 

parents thought that the child would have to redo that grade because he or she would not 

learn to read. The child had learned to read and had decided that she or he wanted to read 

out loud in front of everybody in the classroom. Hannele had wondered how it is going to 

go, because what this boy was about to do is quite a brave move. Anyhow, this child want-

ed to do it and read brilliantly and afterwards she or he finished, the whole class had 

clapped and cheered for him or her. Hannele crystallized: ”It (encouragement) is about 

noticing where the good stuff comes up. There are so many things in fact when you start to 

notice them a little bit and children get used to it that different students are praised for 

different things.” (Hannele Q6) 

 

4.6.1 Encouraging Student’s Personality 

 

In the section 2.5.3 concerning positive and negative feedback I had included many 

thoughts from Brookhart (2008) who claimed that feedback should concentrate on the 

school task and learning issues and not the person himself. Encouragement can be seen as 

part of feedback or the other way around and it has come in many occasions that encourag-

ing children's personality is also a big part of teachers' work. I found some contradictions 

in the theory part and wanted to find out whether teachers on the field also believed that 

they can encourage or give praise concerning the child’s personality or should the encour-

agement or praise always consists of feedback from school tasks. (Question 9)  
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Lucy started off by describing to me that in the playground or in the other things, encour-

agement and praise is not going to always be about the child’s work. If a child for example 

acts in really mean or unkind way towards someone else she would still talk about the be-

havior and not the child, and made her point really clear, that a teacher in England would 

avoid saying things such as “you are naughty”. She explicated that she might imply stuff 

about their character, but would not say it directly. To clarify I asked her whether she 

would say things like: ”You are awesome. ” et cetera. She then answered:  

”Oh, I see, like the other way around, I would, I would say that. I guess if it was a negative 

thing, you wouldn't draw attention to their personality, but when it's positive things, yeah 

we, yeah we do-- I mean they have such big personalities that maybe it would be wrong to 

not include that.” (Lucy Q9)  

When Hannele encourages or gives praise it does not always have to be about the school 

task: ”Everyone has beauty in them and something that can be admired and compliment-

ed–It warms their (the students) heart when you compliment them.” (Hannele Q9) She also 

mentioned earlier in question eight that here is always something you can praise children 

for whether it is skills, personality or social skills. In her story about an encouraging teach-

er from her own school time she mentioned that she had a first grade teacher who met her 

as a human being and that was the encouraging factor about this teacher in Hannele’s opin-

ion. 

It definitely does not have to be connected to school tasks according to Juha.” I preferably 

encourage the personality and try to emphasize how extremely important the individual is 

as they are, that the identity gets strengthened and the understanding of how important the 

person him or herself is.” (Juha Q9) Juha preferred that this is done first, instead of actions 

being praised that strengthen the identity too. He believed that the identity should be 

formed from who they are and not what they do, which brings me to the question 18 of the 

interview that I wanted to include here.  

Moreover, I asked the teachers how educators can teach the students about their value as 

individual, instead of only being valued based on their performance or school work. Thus 

in a way teaching them that they are human beings instead of human doings and whether 

that even is a task of a teacher in their opinion.  Lucy considered this to be an important 

part of her work: ”--I think it would be quite narrow-minded to think that all we were try-
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ing to get them to do was to achieve like in an educational sense. I definitely care that the 

children are developing, as you said to be who they are, like human beings. ” (Lucy Q18) 

She explained that this happens also out of classroom on the playground duty for instance 

when she actually gets to talk to the children about who they are and their personalities.  

Juha answered to this question to an extent in question nine and emphasized same thoughts 

in his answer to this question. He told that he definitely believes it is important to teach 

students that they are human beings instead of human doings. If he wants to encourage the 

personality and bring up the qualities of their personality, then he encourages a student 

when he or she has not done anything to deserve the positive feedback at that moment.  

”--sometimes it happens very spontaneously when the student sits silently in their place 

and is doing some task and I say: ”You are such good kid, that they would somehow un-

derstand that they have not done anything, but get the feedback because of who they are.” 

(Juha Q18) 

Timing is essential with this kind of encouragement in Juha’s opinion. Hannele told: ”In 

my rearing and in our school it is central. So it is not the performance, but who you are 

that is in the centre.” (Hannele Q18) Often when a situation or a subject comes up that has 

to do with humanity and the value of people, Hannele uses a lot of time to talk about those 

issues and go through them with her students. ”And in a way you do not place value on 

people if they have got perfect points or a deal of the points-- So it is in a way elementary 

with the smaller ones to believe in themselves and their work and working with other peo-

ple with respect”. (Hannele Q18)  

I actually found it really odd that for example as Brookhart (2008) argues that educators 

should make comments or give feedback about students’ personality. I think Lucy's com-

ment to question nine about it being narrow-minded to just always focus on the school 

tasks was interesting. How can one teach children that they are human beings instead of 

human doings if teachers cannot encourage, praise or give positive feedback about their 

personality, strengths and characteristics? Positive comments are in my opinion the key 

aspect if personality is commented, because labelling children by saying: ”You are this or 

you are that” in a negative manner can be very damaging. A child might do something stu-

pid, but it does not give a right for a teacher to label them as stupid I believe. In theory part 

I presented the thoughts of Hart, Kindle and Hodson (2004), Marzano, Gaddy and Foseid 



57 

 

 

(2005), and Van Manen (2002) who talked about the importance of knowing how we see 

our students and that affecting their learning, behavior and self-esteem; this was also men-

tioned in the stories of change that teachers narrated (Juha Q7, Hannele Q7). Marzano, 

Gaddy, and Foseid (2005) for instance pointed out that recognizing students' personalities 

and unique qualities builds a more solid foundation for effective classroom management.  

 

 

4.6.2 The Amount of Encouragement 

 

I wanted to find out whether the teachers thought that one can encourage a child too much 

and explained about the mentality that has existed in Finland some decades ago and might 

still exist: “Do not encourage a child too much or they will become too proud.” I asked the 

teachers whether this mentality was still visible on the field in their opinion.  

”My gut reaction is to say yes, even though I don't know if that's true.” (Lucy Q10) Lucy 

said that of course one should start off with loads of praise, but she also hoped that the stu-

dents would become more independent further on in their school career. In her opinion 

there are situations where children need to face things and make an effort on their own. 

Juha did not believe that one can complement student’s personality or give that kind of 

encouragement too much. ”In this world that we live in, there are so many different dis-

couraging factors, so positive feedback of the person themselves it never…like the need 

never stops existing.” (Juha Q10) I find this point of view really interesting and it reminded 

me of Jane Nelsen’s (2011) idea that was included in the theoretical part: “Where did we 

ever get the crazy idea that in order to make children do better, first we have to make them 

feel worse?” This comment from Juha could also have been discussed in the earlier chapter 

concerning the question whether encouraging children’s’ personality is teacher’s task in 

their opinion, but Juha’s point here is that there cannot be too much encouragement if the 

encouragement is directed to the personality of a student. 
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Hannele also disagreed with this. She explained that having been overseas for years with 

her children she though that they have not become more proud than others, even though 

they were praised in International school a lot, as she mentioned in another question. ”But 

it is very encouraging and cheers one on and brings meaning to going to school when you 

are noticed and get positive feedback--” (Hannele Q10) However similarly to Lucy's 

comment Juha also stated that as a he teacher needs to raise the bar for children and praise 

them after they have achieved something they were supposed to achieve. He described that 

if he keeps the bar constantly on the same low level and praises the child about that 

achievement, the positive feedback might eventually lose its effect. 

When discussing the thinking concerning encouragement and praise which was prevalent 

in Finland in the past, Juha considered that it still perhaps exists to some extent, but has 

more to with teachers being afraid of losing control of their students, he has experienced. 

According to Lucy the prevalent thinking at the moment in England is: “Give as much 

praise as you can”. She then pointed out the difficulty of praising or encouraging children 

who know that they are very good and capable: ”I don't know sometimes, in staff room chat 

with other teachers, someone might say “oh that child is so full of themselves, they've just 

got the biggest ego ever, they're like “oh I'm amazing””, and maybe children like that, 

some people find even harder to praise because the children know it, they know that they're 

amazing.” (Lucy Q10)  

We continued our discussion on this issue and I asked Lucy if she thinks that the encour-

agement they got from home has not been healthy if a child is really full of themselves in a 

way. In her opinion encouragement and praise have to be executed in a manner that does 

not delude the child, for instance if a child reckons him or herself as a great singer, and 

they are not, things might get a little trickier when they get older. In her work Lucy has 

seen several types of parents: pushy parents who drag their children from hobby to hobby; 

as well as parents ”who are so encouraging that if you try and tell them something other 

than that they're amazing at everything, they tell you as a teacher that you've got it wrong, 

you don't know my child.. ” (Lucy Q10) She told an example of a child who, when he was 

told that he needs to go see the head teacher for some reason, said: “--you can't say that to 

me, because my mom says like:’ I'm amazing'.” Obviously this child had only ever received 

positive feedback from home and one bit of constructive criticism would make this kid fall 

apart, Lucy said. She has also met parents, for example one girl's parents, who are involved 



59 

 

 

in her learning and are also successful themselves and their daughter knows that she can 

achieve anything she wants to try out.  

”She kind of has this mentality that she can do whatever she wants, because they've en-

couraged her that she can. And that's definitely a healthy thing, because she's actually re-

ally confident, but she's not cocky or big-headed about it. She just knows who she is--” 

(Lucy Q10) 

Hannele described that it is about knowing how to encourage and give praise: ”I don't 

know if many people would consciously think like that, but it has to do with whether one 

knows how. That if you have not experienced or learned it in your own life--” (Hannele 

Q10) Here Hannele once more emphasized that encouragement and praise are not self-

evident in teacher’s work and she has to remind herself to do it on daily basis. At least her 

gut feeling is that if one has worked only as a subject teacher and not as a class teacher, not 

everyone gets an experience of being able to give praise. 

I think Lucy's examples of the parents she has encountered and Hannele's examples of her 

own children are interesting and very informative, because they express how encourage-

ment at home can affect children. As McGrath stated (in Panahi 2004), unchecked parental 

praise can lead to failed self-esteem and 'self-obsessed bullies', and also expressed his con-

cern that this kind of unchecked praise is now done in schools too. Berk (2004) also points 

out that false praise and compliments undermine child's development. These examples 

from the theory part deal with praise. Why many researchers speak for encouragement is 

because of examples just as these. 

 

4.6.3 Teaching Children to Encourage Each Other 

 

In this research I also hoped to find out how teacher can help students to learn to encourage 

each other, their peers (Question 17). When researching the different definitions of encour-

agement, the theoretical sources did not offer too many concrete examples of how to teach 

it to children in practice. Looking at the theories I started to wonder, that if encouragement 
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is an attitude and not a technique or set of actions, how an educator can teach this attitude 

to their students. 

First Lucy only made one comment and said that she does not think it comes naturally to 

children, which I find fascinating when reading through the data, because in another con-

text she mentioned that in her opinion it should be a natural part of teacher’s job and come 

naturally to them. I then asked her what she practically does to teach students to encourage 

each other. The teacher herself sets an example by performing it in Lucy’s opinion, but one 

also has to engineer situations where part of a group activity is for example to give feed-

back and say something nice to the person next to you. She described that in Physical Edu-

cation for instance, a group might show their work and then people have to name three 

things they liked about it; in this way she encourages them to encourage and helps them by 

giving a way how to do it. In her answer to question six, concerning how encouragement is 

seen in the classroom, Lucy also told that they practice giving feedback and encourage-

ment when someone is performing to the rest of the children, having first discussed matters 

related to being a good audience. In her opinion her students are pretty good at giving posi-

tive feedback to other students.  

Question 13 discussed punishment in teacher’s work, which is discussed more in the sub-

sequent chapter, but alongside with it I also asked how one can enhance positive commu-

nication instead of punishment. The interviewees presented a lot of practical and concrete 

examples, so the question was very similar to question 17 handling how to teach students 

to encourage each other. Juha told me an example of a glass jar for this question: 

” --I have an empty glass jar in the classroom, a see-through glass jar and we have a deal 

with the students that every time they say something positive or do something nice in the 

classroom or on the break or wherever, I take a white piece of paper and fold it and put it 

in the jar-- We have agreed that when it is full we go somewhere to eat or do something, 

have a class party or do something nice together.” (Juha Q13)  

To the question about teaching encouragement to others (Q17) Juha then reminded me of 

this particular jar example, but continues to say that the basic principle is love, that if he 

somehow shows love to his students then they eventually will portray love in their envi-

ronment.  
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”So someone needs it a lot and sort of just suck in the love, and in everyone this kind of 

concrete change does not necessarily happen that they would start to show the love to oth-

ers. But some kind of positive change has happened in them, either in their general look or 

well-being or how they have conversation with me.” (Juha Q17)  

Similarly to Lucy, Juha described that teaching encouragement is about showing it yourself 

first as an example. Hannele enlightened me about conversations that they have in the 

classroom about learning how to notice each other and the good things in them and en-

courage those characteristics in a person. Hannele found it very valuable that a person who 

had held one morning assembly had given a task to the kids to notice something good in 

others and tell it to them, the students had enjoyed this task and it had stuck in their minds. 

Then every year she also has a ”compliment chair” where everyone goes and sits on this 

fancy chair and listens when the others praise them. These compliments are written down 

and photographed and put on the school wall for everyone to see. She particularized this by 

telling a story of a child who did not at first one to go and sit on the chair. Eventually that 

child however sat on the chair and his or her face was shining like the sun when the others 

started to throw their compliments at this child. This child had a weak self-esteem and 

thought that no one would say anything good about him. 

I have similarly been in a situation where I was sitting on this kind of “compliment” chair 

and people would throw compliments at me and tell me what the good things they see in 

me, and what I am capable of doing in the future et cetera. It was very hard to receive those 

compliments and I became very aware of myself in that moment, but afterwards I felt like I 

could run through a brick wall or climb a mountain or do anything because the encourage-

ment I received felt really empowering. When studying the Jantelagen –thinking, I found 

out that also Swedish people have a hard time receiving compliments similarly to what I 

have experienced in Finland. Obviously the reactions to encouragement can be very differ-

ent as seen from the teachers’ stories. They told examples of students who would get furi-

ous if they were encouraged in front of the class, or students would start crying because 

they have never been told how valuable they are before. Then there were students who 

would say “I already know that” because of their family background. If providing encour-

agement can be learned, then also receiving encouragement can probably be learned as 

well. 
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4.7 Punishment and Reward 

 

In the theoretical part discouragement, punishment and reward were discussed in detail. 

The aspect of discouragement is discussed in this analysis also earlier in section 4.2.1. In 

the light of theories punishment is seen as non-effective in the Adlerian school of thought 

(Azoulay 1999, Dreikurs 1999). Noddings (2002), Kohn (2006), Nelsen (2011), and Ros-

enberg (2004) very austerely talk about the damages and bad outcomes that learning out of 

the fear of punishment can have. Little and Akin-Little (2008) however think that some-

times negative consequences are needed, but punishments should be chosen and explained 

to students in advance. As described in the previous chapter I inquired the teachers how 

one can enhance positive communication and dialogue instead of using punishment and 

fear, but I also wanted to learn if the teachers thought that you can use punishments in the 

classroom and if so, what kind. I was furthermore interested to know if the teachers would 

talk about the aspect of logical consequences (Dreikurs, 1999; Kohn, 2006; Adler). 

Hannele notified me of the discussion that is going on in the field, and said that punish-

ment is a word that is preferably given up from all the time, and same with the word deten-

tion. Detention is nowadays referred to as 'kasvatuskeskustelu' which means ‘an education-

al conversation’. Preferring the word consequence she explained that there is a conse-

quence if a child breaks the rules, but they should always be age appropriate. Generally she 

has felt that praise and encouragement work a lot better than punishments and fear. The 

school she works at has a common practice in using consequences and, for example if a 

student has not done his or her homework for several days, that child has to have a conver-

sation with the teacher or attend a tutoring session. There are different steps that are taken 

if a student needs to have some kind of consequence, so for example if a situation is not 

improved with the methods of talking or tutoring, then parents are brought in for discus-

sion, and then the principal and so forth. Hannele however emphasized that she preferably 

uses the positive aspects to help children realize that some things just have to be done and 

there no loop holes exist concerning those tasks.  

Lucy stated that there are times when a punishment of sorts is needed, and again it kind of 

goes down to a school and a school decision similarly to what Hannele pointed out. Lucy 

described on incident that had happened in the classroom: 
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”--so I had a child that stabbed another child with a very sharp pencil, and the child had 

to go to the hospital. Now the child that did it was in quite a bad emotional state, but the 

consequence had to be there for that child, but also for the other children to know “Oh, if I 

stab someone there's a consequence, something bad happens if I do that.” I think when it's 

like an extreme situation; you can't really encourage someone when they're hurt someone 

in that sort of way, so I think punishment at that point is needed.” (Lucy Q13) 

Lucy mentioned both punishment and consequence in this context. In this case the conse-

quence was that the child was internally excluded, not being allowed to play with the other 

children or come to the classroom for a whole day, and it was enough punishment for this 

child at the time to be really upset and want to be back with everyone else. She also told 

me that one time she decided to ask the children what they though should happen if some-

body doesn't follow those rules, and they were actually far harsher than she had anticipat-

ed, and even how they act generally as a school.  The children had said to her: ”You should 

send them out, you should take them to the head teacher, they should not be allowed in our 

classroom”. Here I saw a contradiction because Lucy said that what the children suggested 

was more harsh than what they would generally do as a school, but the particular child that 

she told the story about, was not allowed to come to the classroom for a whole day, and 

that is exactly what the children had suggested in the conversation concerning their views 

on punishments that should be implemented. Obviously I do not know the whole situation 

and it needs to be noted here that hurting another child physically is quite a sever situation. 

If I could, I would ask about the situation more specifically, but having this information I 

found a contradiction in her examples. In Finland teachers are not allowed to remove the 

children from the classroom if the students are misbehaving, this is also one reason why I 

found this example very different to what I am used to, or what I have learned are the 

common methods of consequence or punishments that can be used in schools.  

In Juha’s opinion the question was not easy to answer, but he considered that a place for 

punishments exists. However, it is vital what kind of punishment is use and it needs to be 

relevant in relation to the wrongdoing. He did not bring up the age issue, but described in 

more detail what he means by choosing a specific punishment for a specific situation:  

”For example if the other student treats another student in a wrong way I will not give de-

tention for it because I do not think it is relevant in relation to the mistake. If the problem 

is that the student either does not know how to treat other people or does not understand 

the effect of his or her actions, so I will rather give them a punishment where they have to 

do something good for the person that they have hurt.” (Juha Q13) 
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Juha’s example described how he flipped the situation into a positive one. Kohn's (2006) 

definition of punishment, as described in the theory, was something intentionally chosen to 

be unpleasant, and something that teaches lesson by making a person suffer. Logical con-

sequences, that are actually punitive consequences, can be considered as manipulation. 

Students should be able to have an option of choice in these matters Kohn (2006) stated. 

Azoulay (1999) also pointed out, that logical consequences can also serve as punishments 

when they are unpleasant events that follow a behavior especially if organized by adults 

and not the children themselves. In the light of Kohn's definition one can think of Juha's 

way of placing a negative action with a positive one as punishment because it can be un-

pleasant for someone to say something positive to another person. However, does it make a 

student suffer if he or she needs to do something good for someone or place a negative 

action with a positive one?  So can this kind of practice really be thought of as punish-

ment? 

Juha also told me a concrete example of his way of changing the situation for the positive, 

similarly to his example of a story of change in chapter 4.4. Two boys had insulted a girl in 

the middle of a lesson by mocking her way of reading a story and how she was empathiz-

ing with it. In addition to asking for forgiveness from the girl afterwards, both of these 

boys had to perform three good deeds for her. Juha put an empty glass jars for each boy on 

their desk and when they had done something nice for the girl they had insulted, they came 

to tell only Juha about their behavior and he put one pin in the jar. He did not believe that 

they would even get one pin in the jar, but they got two, which was a really big deal for 

him as a teacher. After this incident these particular boys have not treated anyone in that 

manner in his classroom. “I hope that they also really understand themselves that a posi-

tive action creates a positive reaction. And they understand the potential in care and love.” 

(Juha Q13) Here Juha again mentioned the aspect of love similarly to his comment in ques-

tion 17 about teaching kids to encourage each other.  

Reward was an aspect that I also wanted to include in the questions. As discussed in the 

theory Adlerians believe that the concept of reward is also something to be rejected, be-

cause of its implications of bribery and external control (Pepper & Roberson 1983). How-

ever for example Azoulay (1999) and Kohn (2006) claimed that encouragement can func-

tion as reinforcement or reward if it is said or given in order to boost a desired behavior in 

a student. In question 14 I asked the teachers whether they use rewards in their classroom, 
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and if they do, similarly to the question about punishment, what kind of rewards do they 

use in practice. Compliments and praise are rewards in Hannele's opinion, but she also said 

that small children consider stickers and stamps as great rewards. For instance in order to 

enhance reading she told that uses a so called ”million box” which contains tens of small 

toys or things like pencils and when a child has read a certain amount of books or texts 

they can take one item from the box. This way of rewarding is also used with homework 

where the students who have done their tasks earn play money, and after a certain amount, 

one can buy a small item from older students who are playfully selling these items. She 

pointed out that even though they sometimes use rewards in her school, those rewards have 

to be connected to play and they have to be encouraging. Hannele also pointed out that 

everyone has to have a chance to get them, and the kind of rewards they use are not based 

on skills, but more on how carefully one has for example done his or her homework et 

cetera.  

Juha explained that he does not use a lot of material rewards in his class, but instead uses 

high fives and praise, and for example takes a child in front of the class and compliments 

them verbally and tells other students what a great thing that specific student has done for 

someone or the teacher. Lucy told me specific examples about stickers, tokens and charts, 

but says that you cannot use them in all schools. It really depends on the school rules and 

the principals of each school. For instance she explained:  

”I worked in a school over a year ago, that didn't encourage, in fact we were not allowed 

as teachers to give stickers, which I found really interesting, but the head teacher at this 

particular school said: “Basically we want them to want to do well, not just so they get 

something, we want them to do well because they know it's the right thing to do.” ” (Lucy 

Q14)  

At times this worked, but that sometimes little children just want a sticker and it is also 

nice if they can show it at home, Lucy stated. Whether rewarding students is right or wrong 

it is not so easily defined. As seen in Lucy's example teachers can have good intentions of 

teaching children to want to do well because it is the right thing to do, not just out of the 

desire to receive a reward, but sometimes small children just like receiving a sticker or 

two. Juha pointed out that he often rewards kids when they do something nice for others 

and encourages positive interaction through that. Rewarding from specific skills might be 

tricky, because then some children could feel discouraged in my opinion, and as Hannele 
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described, the rewards she uses are such that everyone is able to receive them. I consider 

Hannele's point of playfulness and rewarding from the right things to be very valid. Juha’s 

way of rewarding students when they have behaved in a positive way towards another per-

son probably enhances the encouragement and positive actions between students, so I find 

that aspect also important. In the courses of my study programme have discussed about the 

problematic nature of the grade system in schools and how much students and their parents 

can start to stare at them. There is a reason why smaller children do not get grades in 

schools and I think it is better that way. Grades are after all only one way of rewarding.  

I intentionally browsed through some of my old school books from primary school and for 

example from the encouraging teacher that I described in the introduction, I had received 

lots of stickers and stamps and sentences of praise such as ”Great job!”, ”Well done”. I do 

not think that these rewards and words of praise hindered my own learning and I remember 

really liking stickers and for example when going to the hospital many times a year as a 

small child stickers were an essential thing, something to cheer me on. As I concluded in 

chapter 2.4 knowing your students is a big part when using punishments or logical conse-

quences and rewards. Lucy's story about the boy who did not want verbal feedback in front 

of everyone is interesting, because I think it might be something that could be applied to 

the use of rewards also. Maybe to some children an instant reward is not so efficient, but 

sometimes examples such as Juha described, where collecting those positive behaviors 

together as a whole class and getting a reward together afterwards, can enhance positive 

actions in children. These ways of rewards can be defined as bribery or manipulation in 

some theorists’ opinion, if looking at the definition of reward that they have compiled 

(Kohn 2006, Azoulay 1999, Pepper & Roberson 1983), but being aware of why you use 

rewards is again an essential point in teacher’s work. However when thinking about the 

topic of encouragement, Azoulay’s (1999) comment on reward as being something that is 

often granted to a child for a job well done, and encouragement being vital also when the 

child fails is a thought worthy of being highlighted. 

 

4.8 Classroom Approaches  
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In section 2.4 various classroom approaches that include aspects of positive psychology, 

encouragement, positive language or reinforcement, were discussed. These approaches 

were for example the pedagogy of seeing (Van Manen, 2002; Hart & Kindle Hodson, 

2004; and Marzano, Gaddy, & Foseid, 2005); Positive Discipline (Nelsen 2011, Curwin, 

Mendler & Mendler, 2008); Responsive Classroom approach (Rimm-Kaufman & Sawyer, 

2004); Totally Positive Teaching (Ciaccio, 2004) and Non-violent Communication (Ros-

enberg, 2004). In the same theoretical chapter a discussion about positive and negative 

feedback was also included; however teachers' viewpoints on feedback were already dis-

cussed in chapter 4.1 in this analysis, so I will focus on presenting the results of the analy-

sis concerning the teachers’ answers on the positive classroom approaches. When finding 

out what teachers thought about these classroom approaches I asked the interviewees if 

they were familiar with positive discipline approach or for instance non-violent communi-

cation and if they were, did they find these approaches effective. I also posed them a ques-

tion about their own opinions on positive classroom management and positive communica-

tion and their meaning (Question 19). Kohn's (2006) critique towards these approaches was 

presented in the theory part and since he talks about preferring democracy over classroom 

management, I was also interested in finding out whether teachers’ answers contain the 

notion of democracy.  

For Juha terms such as Responsive Classroom Approach and Positive Discipline were not 

familiar, but he could immediately think of situations in his class which could go into the 

category of positive discipline, according to his own definition of the approach. Here Juha 

again emphasized the importance of loving students and how much the love affects the 

behaviour of the children in a positive way. Lucy had not particularly heard about these 

practices either, but in their school they have acquired an approach called 1-2-3-magic and 

she was wondering if that good be something to do with positive discipline approach. The 

idea of 1-2-3-magic would be that the children know what the expectations are and basical-

ly if the children are not doing something a teacher wants them to do, the teacher would 

just say a number. For example: ”That's one” and if they don't stop “That's 2...that's 3”, and 

every time they get to three there is always a consequence, so the idea would be that they 

get so used to it that you would only ever have to say to them: “That's 1” and then they 

would stop. Positive classroom management is also quite hard to define Lucy thought, but 

she considered that one knows if it is there just by walking into a classroom. For her posi-

tive classroom management is about the idea of children knowing where they belong. It is 
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like a harmony that has to happen in the classroom where children know what is expected 

of them and where the resources are that will help them to achieve things. In Lucy’s opin-

ion it positive classroom management needs to be quite “an adult led thing”, because if a 

teacher is in chaos and does not know where anything is in her classroom herself, she can-

not expect the children to know where things are either. 

Hannele wondered whether this is just an old approach hidden in a new term. Subsequently 

she thinks back to the 70s and 80s when Gordon's wise parents and other similar approach-

es which were at the surface in the educational world. These approaches have a starting 

point in educating children through positive aspects too. She described that she does not 

want to be a scary teacher herself, but still wants to be an adult that is respected and that 

likewise respects her students. She thought that mutual respect is a starting point for the 

life in the classroom, and the boundaries and rules are defined together with the students. 

Lucy also mentioned the aspect of shared decision making in the question concerning prac-

ticality of encouragement in the classroom (Q6). These could be aspects that can increase 

the more democratic classroom atmosphere. Mutual respect which Hannele mentioned is 

also something that was presented in the positive classroom approaches such as Positive 

Discipline (Nelsen, 2011) where mutual respect was described as adults setting an example 

of it by respecting themselves by being firm, but also by showing kindness and respect for 

the needs of the children. This aspect also arose from Evans' (1996) definition of encour-

agement in general. Hannele highlighted in her answer that when there is encouragement, 

praise, compliments, and at times boundaries, everyone can function well in the classroom.   

I also asked Hannele more specifically what would be the factors that affect positive class-

room management in her opinion, and even though I now notice that she had already de-

scribed that to an extent, I am glad I also asked this question because Hannele presented 

some interesting aspects from her classroom practises: ”Well probably the most essential 

thing is to get to know the children and find this sort of gripping surface (in Finnish tart-

tumapinta) from each child, and what is the child's target of interest.--when you find this 

common ground or gripping surface then the child feels that they are met as a person and I 

also get a connection with the child.” (Hannele Q19) For this reason she systematically 

follows for example sports from the media, because it serves as common ground for many 

little boys. It is easier for children to follow the school rules when the teachers steps on 

their level and is close to them, she explained. The other essential aspect in her teaching is 
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humour. One has to have fun in the classroom and laugh and joke around and have play-

fulness et cetera, because even though there are boundaries and rules that both the teacher 

and students need to follow, there needs to be something surprising or exciting too. This 

also makes the work more meaningful for the teacher in her opinion. Having fun was also 

an element that Ciaccio (2004) presented from the Totally Positive Teaching approach. 

One aspect that I also found really interesting from Hannele’s examples was that she tries 

to make an effort to tell a lot of stories to her students about her own life as a child, when 

she was in school and also about her life at the moment and through this the children can 

come closer.  

Emotional support for learning, positive teacher-student interaction, positive classroom 

climate, instructional support, and for instance regular evaluative feedback and instruction-

al conversations, have been associated with student engagement in first graders and found 

to be essential tools in the Responsive Classroom approach (Rimm-Kaufman & Sawyer, 

2004). All of these elements were found in the teachers' answers when analysing the dis-

cussions that I had with them. Lucy mentioned the instructional conversation in another 

context, in the answers to this particular question (Q19) analysed in this section Juha and 

Hannele both brought up the importance of positive teacher-student interaction. In many 

occasions teachers have also mentioned that seeing the student is essential (Q7, Q18, Q9), 

and as Hannele mentioned in her answer, knowing the students and meeting the students as 

human beings is important. As mentioned in the previous section caring and loving stu-

dents was also mentioned by Juha in many of his answers, and are aspects that for example 

Noddings (2002), Van Manen (2002), Nelsen (2011) and Wright (2008) addressed in their 

theories.  

 

4.9 The Effects of Encouragement and Other Important Aspects in Teacher’s Work  

 

Finding out the effects of encouragement in the light of both theoretical and empirical data 

was one of my main research questions. From the theory many different positive effects of 

encouragement rose, but common things that researchers mentioned were the effect on 
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self-esteem and students' feeling of acceptance and worth. Also positive outcomes in learn-

ing and motivation were aspects that were discussed. (Dinkmeyer & Eckstein, 1996; Zim-

merman, 2002; Berk, 2004; Van Manen, 2002; Nelsen, 2011; Evans, 2005; Evans, 1996) 

Many of these effects have already come up in the examples from teachers own stories 

from their time in school, and also the stories of encouragement presented in chapter 4.4. 

Several positive effects can also be found in the chapters about practical examples of en-

couragement and when talking about the aspect of encouraging student’s personality. 

Teachers have also described how students react and change because of different positive 

classroom practices and ways of correcting them in a positive way. In the question 12 I 

enquired the teachers what are the two things that encouragement mostly affects in, in their 

experience. 

”Definitely confidence, the first one. I think if you build them up, they have the confidence 

to try again, even if they either haven't got it or they haven't understood something. Or 

even if they are doing really well, encouragement gives them the confidence to know that 

they've done a good job and they can do it again and they know how to achieve. ” (Lucy 

Q12) 

As number two Lucy mentioned security. Self-esteem and the aspect of believing in one-

self were the two things that Hannele brought up. In her opinion encouragement also gives 

a drive for learning, but the areas linked to the students themselves, as individuals, are the 

most significant and important areas and affected the most. She stated: ”If they have re-

ceived this kind of positive perception of themselves and their abilities and believe in the 

future, they can do anything, and also learn a little better.” (Hannele Q12) After the inter-

view had actually already finished I had to ask Hannele if I can still put the recording back 

on because of her interesting stories that she started to tell me afterwards. Through her own 

children’s and her personal experiences, she has realized that if a student is seen and heard 

in the student-teacher relationship, but also praised and encouraged, they have a lot more 

positive attitude towards school. This was also one aspect that arose from the theories; 

children who agree with the statement: ”I am good at school work.” are more likely to 

achieve better academically (Berk 2004). Juha likewise believed that encouragement has 

the most effect in student's perception of themselves, “--it is definitely number one.” he 

emphasizes. Here he also highlighted the importance of encouraging students’ personality 

first, and explained that he desires that the students’ experiences of success are based on 
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the thinking that they are skilled and great just as they are, as a human beings, and because 

of who they are, they will succeed in the tasks given to them as well. 

The areas that are affected the most through encouragement are students’ confidence, self-

esteem, their perception of themselves, the feeling of security and students’ drive for learn-

ing in the teachers’ opinion. The aspects and areas effected that were mentioned in the area 

of oneself, the selfdom of a person. When thinking about the question of encouraging stu-

dents’ personalities that was discussed earlier, I think that again from these answers it be-

comes quite clear again from these answers that it is a very essential part of encourage-

ment. Dinkmeyer and Eckstein (1996) stated that encouragement results in a number of 

things: more emphatic person, ability to identify strengths, good self-esteem, positive self-

awareness and positive self-image, belief in oneself, self-motivated person, positive self-

expectations and goal-oriented individual. Nearly all of these aspects correspond to the 

teachers’ answers concerning the selfdom of a person. 

As the last question I inquired:  Evans (1996) emphasizes: “Above all, we must train 

teachers to encourage their students” Do you agree with this? What else is (more) im-

portant in  your opinion? (Question 20)  

Lucy stated: ”Encouragement has to be a huge part of your job, but you have to have the 

subject knowledge to go with it, otherwise they don't know how to achieve what you want 

them to achieve. So sort of it's got to be directed encouragement otherwise it doesn't have 

much point.” (Lucy Q20) For Lucy the subject knowledge helps in directing the encour-

agement right in the right moments. Juha considered loving the students more important 

and says that encouragement is only one aspect how the love for your students is seen. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter love is an aspect that for instance Wright (2008) says is 

part nurturing communication, which tells the student that they are loved and accepted both 

verbally and nonverbally. Students can have such huge problems that even though as a 

teacher you would encourage them, they do not trust you, Juha explained. It requires prac-

tical actions from the teacher in order for the trust to be created and encouragement is a 

part of that, but does not help only on its own. If a teacher does not for instance ask the 

student how they are doing or how their weekend went et cetera, encouragement has no 

point according to Juha. He crystallized: ”Rather I would say that teachers should be 

taught to love their students, sincerely and openly, but that is quite a complicated thing.” 
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(Juha Q20) From the theories and researchers the aspect of love was not mentioned so of-

ten, but care, acceptance and making the students feel valuable were, which I see as part of 

love. In the theoretical part I included a part of my educational philosophy essay from the 

beginning of my studies where I had included Puolimatka’s (1999) discussion on Max 

Scheler’s thoughts, who claims that child’s true identity opens up only to a person who will 

love the child.  

Agreeing with Evans' comment Hannele said that she considers encouragement to be a 

very important part of teacher’s work, but also as a parent she feels that encouraging chil-

dren to find their own place, gifts and to be themselves is particularly essential. Another 

central thing in teacher's work is acceptance, accepting the children as they are and not 

valuing them differently. Acceptance and value were emphasized by Wright (2008) and 

Evans (2005) in the theoretical part. Hannele emphasized that teaching encouragement is 

essential, because she has seen how some of her fellow teachers struggle with it but have to 

learn it as it plays a significant role in the classroom atmosphere and in respecting others. 

Lucy contemplated on similar thoughts as I have been pondering on during this research: 

”So it's interesting to actually stop and think about, because I think children do remember 

their teachers and it will be that school is either like a really positive experience or it's 

really not. So, it's kind of scary that years later all these children will be remembering me 

as their first teacher, so I think we have a big job to play I think.” (Lucy Q20) I find Lucy's 

answer fascinating, because these three teachers all remembered both encouraging and 

discouraging teachers from their own time in school, even though for some these happen-

ings had occurred 30 or 40 years ago. This shows that there is power in the words that are 

spoken, and both encouraging and discouraging comments and actions will be remembered 

a long time by both a child and an adult.   

 

 



73 

 

 

5 Reliability, Validity and Ethical Aspects of the Research 

 

The concepts of validity and reliability are not unambiguous in qualitative research, and 

specifically not in narrative research. According to Golafshani (2003), the concept of relia-

bility is considered irrelevant in qualitative research in some researchers’ opinion. The 

reason for this is the difference in the aims of evaluating the quality of the data in quantita-

tive and qualitative research. (Golafshani 2003, p. 601) Stenbacka (2001) states, that if the 

reliability is discussed as one of the qualitative study's criterions, the result is that the study 

is not good. Eisner (1991) explains that a good qualitative study helps us to comprehend a 

situation that would alternatively be mysterious or cause confusion. Stenbacka (2001) also 

points out that in a quantitative study, reliability is used as a means to judge the quality 

with an aim “to explain”, and in qualitative research the aim being “to generate under-

standing” (as cited in Golafshani 2003, p. 601). Thus, reliability and validity have to do 

with judging the quality of the research.  

Smith (2000) says that validity issues are akin in narrative research to those of any re-

search, whether quantitative or qualitative. He does points out however, that some support-

ers of narrative analysis do not believe that the concept of validity can be applied to narra-

tive research. (Smith 2000, p. 331) Polkinghorne (1988) states, that in narrative research 

the term ‘valid’ maintains its traditional meaning of “well-grounded and supportable.”  

However, in narrative research valid finding has its basis on a “more general understanding 

of validity as well-grounded conclusion.” The ideal of formal science producing conclu-

sions of certainty does not happen through narrative research. (Polkinghorne 1988, p. 175) 

Many researchers have started to develop their own concepts of validity and replaced the 

term with those such as trustworthiness, quality and rigor. (Davies & Dodd, 2002; Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985; Mishler, 2000; Seale, 1999; Stenbacka, 2001 in Golafshani 2003, p. 602). 

Riessman (2008) points to Charles Bosk's questioning of why we should trust in a research 

or field work done by only a single field-worker. She believes that if validity is used in 

narrative projects, then it is important to look at the validity of the story that the research 

participant has told and the validity of the analysis done by the researcher.  Instead of the 
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word ‘truth’, Riessman uses the term ‘trustworthiness’, approaching it from the narrative 

research's point of view which “emphasizes its fluid boundaries and origins, theoretical 

premises, epistemologies, uses and limitations.” (Riessman 2008, p. 184-190) 

One important aspect concerning the validity of this research is that I have tried to openly 

explain every phase of the research, and carefully and in detail elaborate on the sources 

that I have used, as well as how I went about gathering and analysing the data (Riessman 

2008, p. 193). Validity can be strengthened if in the analysis of the stories the data is linked 

and rendered meaningful and coherent theoretically. (Riessman 2008, p. 191) In my analy-

sis I made constant effort to link my own findings from the empirical data to the theory and 

explain why I had chosen to ask about different aspects and issues from the interviewees in 

the light of the theoretical background I had constructed, considering that my research is 

theory-based. I also openly presented, in the introduction of this research, that I believe 

encouragement to be an important part of the classroom practice and of the teacher's work, 

and I have tried to distinguish my own thoughts from the data. To strengthen the quality of 

my research I have made an effort to present my data in ways that would demonstrate its 

authenticity, which I have done through including much of the original transcribed data for 

the reader to see for themselves what the interviewees have said in the situation. Opening 

up the factor of dialogic nature of narrative interview for the reader by explaining where 

extra questions rose up and which questions were clarifying and which questions could 

have been leading for the interviewee is also one means by which I have attempted to 

demonstrate the genuine nature of my data. As I already mentioned in my analysis, I also 

asked of my interviewees repeatedly during the course of the interview whether I had cor-

rectly interpreted their answers. I also attempted to analyse the data in relation to the theory 

plausibly and reasonably. (Riessman 2008, p. 191)  

Obviously, as I presented in the analysis, some questions and stories regarding classroom 

practices for instance remain in need of additional clarification, because sometimes the 

teachers only told a small portion of the whole story and my analysis had to be made based 

on the part they said out loud. In hindsight, the validity of the research could have been 

further strengthened by performing two interviews per teacher instead of one. However, I 

tried to make an effort to really know my empirical and theoretical data well and make a 

structure for the analysis that would gather the central points discussed in the theory and 

interview. The answers provided by the teachers would often overlap with multiple ques-
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tions, and I have carefully noted where the analysis of a particular question in a chapter 

draws from a response given to a question other than the one being analysed. Riessman 

notes that it is essential to separate our views of the subjects' experiences of their own 

views. It is also essential for an ethical narrative research to allow the interviewees to 

speak as they choose (Riessman 2008, p.199) Both of these aspects have been taken into 

account in this research as well as in the interview situation where the interviewees could 

speak freely and take as much time or words as necessary to form answers to the questions. 

I also gave an opportunity at the end of the interview for them to comment on any question 

or issue discussed during the interview and as happened in Hannele’s interview, some as-

pects were discussed when the actual interview had already ended, but the recording was 

resumed to capture the discussion. 

An ethical aspect taken into consideration in this research is for instance that teachers’ real 

names have not been used and I have tried to give as little background information as pos-

sible in order to maintain their anonymity. I also had to be more careful with this since I 

reveal that I knew the interviewees beforehand. Considering the fact that I chose to inter-

view teachers I knew, I have sought to justify my choice in order to maintain the trustwor-

thiness of my study. As described in chapter 3, I made this choice because I knew that 

these teachers all used encouragement to some extent in their classroom, but I wanted to 

find out the practical methods used in the classroom, and their thoughts and definitions of 

the topic. However, as discussed in the chapter concerning the collecting of the empirical 

data, this choice and my relationship with the interviewees might have affected the answers 

that the teachers gave, for better and for worse.  

The sources have also been marked and presented carefully in order to maintain transpar-

ency for the reader. The whole subject of encouragement can also been seen as an ethical 

topic, especially when discussing the aspect of encouraging a student’s personality and 

value. Listening to the interviewees with respect and sensitivity is essential in my opinion, 

particularly when inquiring them about their own life-experiences and, for instance as in 

this research, when asking them to share stories of discouraging teachers from their own 

school time.   
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6 Discussion 

 

Cortazzi’s (1993) belief in the idea that some of the knowledge expressed in the narratives 

of teachers could not be expressed in any other way is a statement that I can agree with 

after having conducted this research. From the theoretical data I learned a great deal about 

the theories and the definitions of encouragement and different terms related to it, which 

were the subject of my first research question, but in regard to second research question 

concerning the effect of encouragement, I found a broad range of interesting aspects from 

both the empirical and theoretical data as presented in the results of the analysis. These 

aspects will be discussed in more depth later on this chapter. "However, the answers to 

question three concerning the practical methods and the teachers’ own experiences gave 

me the most concrete examples when considering my future career as a teacher. As dis-

cussed in the introduction, my final teacher training practice brought forth many questions 

linked to the topic of encouragement and feedback, for example: Can I say too many en-

couraging words? Can I comment on student’s personality or should I just say positive 

things about their school work? It appears to me that all of these questions were answered 

when analysing the empirical data and comparing it to the opinions of researchers. I found, 

that the issues that came up when discussing the subject of encouragement focusing on the 

personality of a student, and whether there can be too great an amount of encouragement, 

were most fruitful in deepening the conversation and brought forth more questions during 

the interview and after analysing the results of the empirical data. 

One aspect of the subject that was entirely new to me was the difference between encour-

agement and praise. As mentioned in the results chapter, even though the interviewees did 

not make a vast difference between the definition and function of these two positive ways 

of giving feedback, theorists and authors I have studied in the theoretical part did so. Be-

cause of the abrupt opinions of the researchers and the results presented from theories 

which spoke for the damaging nature of praise, I started to think more on this issue. I am 

still pondering whether praise is really as damaging and non-effective as it was made out to 

be by the researchers. I wonder if I, as an educator, should stop saying “good job” as Kohn 

(2006), McGrath (in Panahi, 2004) and Zimmerman (2002) instruct teachers to do, even 
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though the teachers I interviewed told me that they still use it to an extent in their work and 

actually often times consider them as synonyms. 

The nature of encouragement as feedback that helps students to go further in their learning, 

and as a way to give students a clear idea of how to do things arose in both theoretical and 

empirical data, and is something I feel I need and want to remember in my future career. 

When looking at the effects of encouragement, both researchers and the interviewees high-

lighted that they are seen most in the area of oneself, a selfdom of a person. In the teachers’ 

answers it came up in various occasions that students should not only be encouraged and 

praised about their school tasks, but also about their unique personalities and through that 

they can feel accepted and valued, but also succeed better in their learning. Healthy self-

esteem is something that is constantly discussed in the educational field. If children do not 

believe in themselves and their abilities, also learning can get harder. From the theoretical 

data and through analysing the teachers’ answers I learned that encouragement can foster 

the kind of “I can do this” –attitude in a child. I consider that feeling of security, gaining 

confidence, having a drive for learning, being motivated and having a healthy self-esteem, 

which were all mentioned as the effects of encouragement by the teachers are all part of 

students agreeing with the statement “I can do this”. In my opinion all of these factors also 

serve as a healthy platform for children’s learning and identity development.  

The aspect of encouraging children when they do not even “deserve” it was also of great 

interest. This came up for example in Juha’s comment concerning the question how to en-

courage students to be human doings instead of human beings and whether this even is 

teachers’ job. He explained that he wants to give feedback in situations where the students 

have not done anything at all was something I wish to remember: ”--that they would some-

how understand that they have not done anything, but get the feedback because of who they 

are.” Equally, the theoretical and empirical data pronounced that students need to know 

their value through their teachers and to feel accepted, known and seen in school. For ex-

ample Marzano, Gaddy, and Foseid (2005) pointed out that teachers who comprehend that 

students want to be seen and known and intentionally look for ways to show that they are 

interested in students will build a more solid foundation for effective learning and class-

room management. The Pedagogy of Seeing discussed by Van Manen (2002) was a rather 

intriguing approach to teaching, and since the teachers I interviewed also mentioned that 
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seeing the students as equals and letting go of labels and prejudices is important, I reckon 

that it is something I will also want to remember the next time I step in front of a class.   

The sources included in the theoretical part did not include quite so many studies on teach-

ers’ experiences of encouragement, a topic scarcely discussed. I wondered why this could 

be as I started my research, and after studying the topic, I wonder at the absence of the top-

ic’s broader discussion to an even greater degree. In the results, I presented the analysis of 

the teachers’ answers to question 20 that included Evans’ (1996) statement: “Above all, we 

must train teachers to encourage their students”. This statement was also contained in the 

title of my thesis because this research has shown that encouragement is a very important 

aspect in teachers’ work, however there are also other essential aspect to teachers’ work 

and I wanted to find out if teachers would lift up something above the importance of en-

couragement. Juha, for instance emphasized the aspect of loving the students as the most 

important task of the teacher and in his opinion teachers should most of all be trained to 

love their students. I find that what Ciaccio (2004) described in his argument: teachers of-

ten underestimating their power to shape young lives, because of the feeling of helpless-

ness when dealing with students' difficult behavior, something that is very common in the 

field of education. In order to change this Ciaccio (2004) mentioned care, respect and gain-

ing understanding on why the students act in a certain way, similarly to Noddings (2002), 

Nelsen (2013) Rosenberg (2004). These were aspects that the teachers also pointed out in 

many occasions. Could the aspects of love, valuing and accepting the students and seeing 

them in the right light be things that would contribute to students’ well-being in school, 

and that instead of being task-oriented, teachers could be people-oriented?  

On multiple occasions the teachers mentioned that they have learned a great deal on this 

subject from their own life experiences of feeling encouraged or seeing the power of en-

couragement working in others. I started to wonder: can an individual that does not receive 

encouragement be able to encourage others? I have come across this issue as a leader of a 

dance company and working as an employee for the dance teachers. One of the teachers 

came up to me and talked about how insecure she feels because she has not received a lot 

of feedback and feels like the job of a dance teacher is generally very lonely. Primary 

school teachers however often have the possibility to co-operate with each other and dis-

cuss difficult issues that come up in the lessons and in the school life, depending on the 

atmosphere and protocol of the school. It would be interesting to know how much encour-
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agement happens between the teachers and whether they are encouraged in their work, as 

Hannele for example described in one of her examples of what they do as a working com-

munity. Lucy mentioned that in England her teaching is evaluated every year and she re-

ceives feedback about certain aspects of her teaching. I personally would not suggest this 

method to Finnish schools, because I see a lot of good sides regarding the extent of auton-

omy that teachers have in Finland. Yet because of Lucy’s stories I started to wonder how 

teachers can be encouraged and receive feedback in their work in Finland as the evaluation 

of teachers does not really happen in schools.  

Are personal experiences the best of teachers on this topic or can for example teacher train-

ing bring something to the table in regard to this issue? The statement by Evans included in 

the title of my thesis clearly states that teachers need to be trained to encourage their stu-

dents. I inquired the teachers about their training experiences on encouragement and they 

quite were non-existent as described in the analysis. If I could however go back to the in-

terview situations I would have asked the teachers how encouragement could be taught to 

future professionals, leaders and educators. In my opinion, and from the examples from 

both of the data, the culture of encouragement is not very established in the Finnish cul-

ture, but I wonder if there is any other way to propel this culture to growth other than to 

exercise encouragement oneself? In the theoretical part I concluded that in a way encour-

agement is infectious, creating more encouragement when it is done. Also, perhaps the 

culture of genuine encouragement as a whole would spread wider in the Finnish context if 

it were an aspect discussed and emphasized in teacher training and if Adlerian theories and 

different positive classroom approaches such as Non-violent Communication and Respon-

sive Classroom Approach were on the surface more often instead of just the common edu-

cational theories?  

My prior thoughts on discouragement and the use of punishment were strengthened, and I 

hope to become an encouraging teacher instead of a scary or discouraging one. Also some 

of the teachers mentioned that they hope to be more positive and encouraging, than scary 

and authoritarian. Juha’s comment concerning the question regarding the amount of en-

couragement that should be used in the classroom is very valid in my opinion: “In this 

world that we live in, there are so many different discouraging factors, so positive feed-

back of the person themselves it never…like the need never stops existing.” (Juha Q10) 

However, I also learned that consequences and rewards are not always bad and are much 
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needed with some children. The use of rewards is still something I want to look into fur-

ther, since I did not place much emphasis on it in this research, therefore leaving a number 

of aspects and opinions to be found.  

The starting point for me in this study was that I consider encouragement to be an im-

portant part of an educator’s job and I have experienced the ‘power of encouragement’ 

myself. As mentioned in the introduction, I have come across numerous stories of the last-

ing impact of teachers’ words on students, and in this research, both from studies conduct-

ed in the past as well as from the stories of the interviewed teachers, this impact is clearly 

seen. However, I did not really know how to define it and practically tell someone how to 

do it or perhaps even do it myself in the right way. The teachers’ examples at least gave me 

a lot of practical methods how to teach students to encourage each other and how to practi-

cally do it in the classroom. The National Core Curriculum’s (2004) goal for the classroom 

environment as “an open, encouraging, unhurried, positive atmosphere, for whose mainte-

nance the teacher and the pupils share responsibility” is something I see that the teachers I 

interviewed wanted to strive for in their work. 

The examples of the teachers and their stories of change in students as result of encour-

agement are like gems that I want to treasure, and as mentioned before, I acquired many 

practical examples from them as well. When I started this research I was not expecting a 

child, but during the process of studying this topic I found out that I would become a par-

ent. Therefore it made me think about this topic from a parent’s point of view and I consid-

er many of these issues discussed to be important to think about, not just as educators, but 

as parents too. 

 The old Finnish saying: “Lasta ei saa kehua, ettei se ylpisty.” (literal English translation: 

“A child should not be praised/encouraged too much, so that they will not become proud) 

could, based on the results of my research, be altered into a saying such as: “Encourage a 

child daily in order to help them succeed and gain good self-esteem.”  
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8 Appendices 



 

 

 

Appendix 1 

 

The Interview Questions in Finnish (Hannele and Juha) 

 

 

1. Vapaa assosiaatio: Mitä sana rohkaiseminen tuo mieleesi? 

 

2.  Kuvailisitko minulle omalta koulu-uraltasi opettajaa jonka positiivinen palaute tai 

rohkaiseva asenne sai jonkin muutoksen aikaan sinussa? 2.b. Entä negatiiviset 

kokemuksesi? Ovatko jotkin opettajan sanat/teot jääneet mieleesi 

negatiivisella/lannistavalla (=discouraging) tavalla? 

 

3. Sanotaan, että rohkaiseminen on itsestäänselvyys opettajan työssä. Mitä mieltä olet 

tästä? 

 

4. Ovatko kehuminen (=praise) ja rohkaiseminen (=encouragement) mielestäsi kaksi eri 

asiaa vai tarkoittavatko ne sinulle samaa asiaa? Millä tavalla? 

 

5. Entä mitä tarkoittaa mielestäsi positiivinen palaute? Mitä rohkaiseminen mielestäsi 

tarkoittaa? 

 

6. Kuuluvatko nämä asiat luokan arkipäivään? Miten ne näkyvät päivittäisessä 

kanssakäymisessä? 

 

7. Kertoisitko minulle jonkin tarina opettajan uraltasi jossa positiivinen palaute, 

rohkaisevat sanat tai kehuminen muuttivat oppilaan käytöstä/olemusta. 

 

8. Tuleeko opettajana mielestäsi hoettua joitakin sanontoja/lauseita ajattelematta, 

esim. ”Hyvä hyvä…”. Pitääkö palautteen mielestäsi aina olla tarkoituksenmukaista? 

 

9. Voiko lastasi mielestäsi rohkaista tai/ja kehua hänen persoonallisuudestaan vai 



 

 

 

pitäisikö rohkaiseminen tai kehumisen aina liittyä koulutehtäviin? 

 

10. Voiko lasta ylipäänsä rohkaista liikaa? Suomessa/Skandinaviassa on 20-60 luvulla 

ollut mentaliteetti että ”lasta ei saa kehua liikaa, muuten se ylpistyy”. Mitä mieltä olet 

tästä? Onko tämä vieläkin voimassa oleva ajattelutapa opettajien keskuudessa? 

 

11. Millä tavalla ”epäonnistunutta” lasta voi kehua tai rohkaista sinun mielestäsi? 

 

12.  Mihin asioihin oppilaan rohkaiseminen mielestäsi vaikuttaa? (Nimeä 2 tärkeintä 

asiaa) 

 

13. Miten opettaja voi mielestäsi edesauttaa rohkaisevaa kommunikaatiota ja positiivista 

dialogia sen sijaan että käyttäisi pelottelua ja rangaistuksia? Onko rangaistusten käyttö 

mielestäsi oikeutettua joissakin tilanteissa? Minkälaisissa tilanteissa ja minkälaisia 

rangaistuksia voi käyttää? 

 

14. Entä palkitseminen? Onko palkitsemisen käyttö mielestäsi hyvää/sallittua?  

Minkälaisia palkitsemisen keinoja/metodeja käytät luokassasi? 

 

15. Useat tutkijat tekevät eron näiden kahden termin välille ja kertovat, että kehuminen on 

esimerkiksi lauseita kuten ”Hyvää työtä!”, ”Hyvä poika, hyvä tyttö”. Rohkaiseminen taas 

kuvailee miksi jokin asia oli hyvää/missä oppilas oli edistynyt jne. Oletko miettinyt tällaista 

eroa? 

 

16. Tutkija Kohn kertoo tutkimuksesta joka käsitteli kehumista, jonka Joan Grusec 

Toronton yliopistosta toteutti. Hän kertoo että oppilaista, joita säännöllisesti kehuttiin kun 

he olivat anteliaita toisiaan kohtaan, tuli vähemmän anteliaita jokapäiväisessä 

kanssakäymisessä kuin muista oppilaista. Lapsista tuli myös vähemmän kiinnostuneita 

auttamisessa tai jakamisessa joka kerta kun he vastaanottivat kehuja kuten “Hyvin jaettu” 

tai “Olen niin ylpeä sinusta.” Onko tämä mielestäsi totta? Pitäisikö lasta kehua jos hän 

tekee jotakin mitä häneltä odotetaan tehtäväksi? 

 

17. Millä tavoin opettajat voivat auttaa oppilaita rohkaisemaan toisiaan? 

 



 

 

 

18. Miten opettajat voivat rohkaista lasta olemaan ”human beings” enemmän kuin ” 

human doings”, eli miten tuoda esille että ihminen ei ole vain se mitä hän tekee, vain myös 

ennen kaikkea sitä mitä on. Miten opettajat voivat rohkaista lasta arvostamaan itseään, ei 

vain sen perusteella mitä he tekevät vaan omina persooninaan? Onko tämä mielestäsi 

opettajan tehtävä? 

 

 

19. Mitä mielestäsi tarkoittaa positiivinen luokan hallinta? Positiivinen kommunikointi? 

Oletko kuullut tällaisista positiivisista kurinpitomenetelmistä tai esimerkiksi NVC:stä 

(Non- Violent Communication) Jos kyllä, ovatko nämä menetelmät mielestäsi tehokkaita? 

 

 

20. Evans (1996) korostaa: “Above all, we must train teachers to encourage their 

students” eli suomeksi: “Ylitse kaiken, meidän tulee kouluttaa opettajia rohkaisemaan 

oppilaitaan.” Oletko samaa mieltä? Mikä muu on yhtä tärkeää/tärkeämpää kuin 

rohkaiseminen? 

 

 

21. Onko sinulla jotain lisättävää esittämiini kysymyksiin tai antamiisi vastauksiin? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Appendix 2 

 

The Interview Questions in English (Lucy) 

 

1. Free association: What does the word encouragement bring to your mind? 

 

2. Could you describe a teacher from your school career that had some kind of an impact 

on you through positive feedback or encouraging attitude? What about negative expe-

riences? Have some words or actions that a teacher did or said stuck in your mind as 

discouraging?  

 

3. They say that encouragement is self-evident in teacher’s work. What is your opinion on 

this? 

 

4. Are praise and encouragement two different things in your opinion or do they mean the 

same thing for you? In what way? 

 

5.  What about positive feedback, what does it mean in  your opinion?  

 

6. Are these things part of the everyday life of the classroom? How can they be seen in the 

everyday interaction of the class? 

 

7. Could you tell me a story from your career where positive feedback, encouraging 

words or praise changes a student’s behaviour or being? 

 

8. Have you noticed that as a teacher sometimes you can repeat certain sentences/sayings 

without thinking about them too much, for instance “That’s good!”. Should feedback 

always be given purposefully?  

 



 

 

 

9. Can a teacher encourage or give praise concerning the child’s personality or should 

they always be about the school tasks?  

 

10. Can one encourage or praise a child too much? In Finland and Scandinavia in the 20s 

to 60 s a there was this mentality of “do not encourage a child too much or they will 

become too proud.” What do you think about this?  Is this a thinking that exists among 

teachers (in England for example)? 

 

11. How can you encourage or give praise to a child that has failed in something? 

 

12. What are the two things that child’s encouragement affects in the most? (name two 

things) 

 

13. How to enhance encouraging communication and positive dialogue instead of using 

fear and punishment? Is punishment justifiable in some situations? What kind of pun-

ishment?  

 

14. What about reward? Is using reward ok in your opinion? What kind of re-

wards/classroom practices including reward do you use? 

 

15. Many researchers differentiate between these two terms and describe that praise 

means for instance sentences such as “Good job!” or “Good boy/girl!” Encourage-

ment on the other hand describes what was a good/in what did the student make a pro-

gress in and so on. Have you ever thought about this kind of a difference? 

 

16. Referring to a study dealing with praise which was conducted by Joan Grusec at the 

University of Toronto, Kohn (2001) tells that students, who were regularly praised 

when they were being generous, were less generous in the everyday life of the school 

than the other students were. Children also became less interested in sharing or help-

ing every time they had received praise such as “Good sharing.” or “I’m so proud of 

you.” Is this true? Should a child be praised or encouraged is they do something that is 

expected of them?  



 

 

 

 

17. How can teacher help students to learn to encourage each other? 

 

18. How can teachers encourage students to be human beings instead of human doings? 

How can one as a teacher encourage students to value themselves instead of only what 

they do? As in, who they are as individuals. And is this a teacher’s job in your opinion? 

 

19. What does positive classroom management mean in your opinion? What about positive 

communication? Are you familiar with positive discipline approach or for instance 

non-violent communication? If yes, are these approaches effective? 

 

20. Evans (1996) emphasizes: “Above all, we must train teachers to encourage their stu-

dents” Do you agree with this? What else is (more) important in your opinion? 

 

21. Would you like to add anything? 

 


