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AND HOW 
WE SAY ITWe all want our students to feel safe, collaborate well with others, feel ownership for their learning, and be 

joyfully engaged in their work. Nevertheless, many teachers end up using language patterns that undermine 
these goals. Do any of these scenarios sound familiar?

• We want students to take responsibility for their learning, yet we use language that implies 
teacher ownership.

• We want to build positive relationships with students, yet we use sarcasm when we get frustrated.

• We want students to think learning is fun, yet we sometimes make comments that suggest the opposite.

• We want students to exhibit good behavior because it’s the right thing to do, yet we rely on threats and 
bribes, which imply students don’t naturally want to be good. 

What teachers say to students—when they praise or discipline, give directions or ask questions, and introduce 
concepts or share stories—affects student learning and behavior. A slight change in intonation can also 
dramatically change how language feels for students. In What We Say and How We Say It Matter,  
Mike Anderson digs into the nuances of language in the classroom. This book’s many examples will help 
teachers examine their language habits and intentionally improve their classroom 
practice so their language matches and supports their goals.

Browse excerpts from ASCD books:  
www.ascd.org/books

Alexandria, Virginia USA

Education

Many ASCD members received this book 
as a member benefit upon its initial release. 
Learn more at www.ascd.org/memberbooks

STUDY
GUIDE
ONLINE

MATTER

Mike Anderson is an education consultant who works with schools 
and districts to help facilitate great teaching and learning. A classroom 
teacher for 15 years, he is also the author of several books,  
including Learning to Choose, Choosing to Learn.

WHAT
WE SAY 

What We Say and How We Say It Matter_FullCover.indd   All Pages 10/31/18   11:49 AM

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



1703 N. Beauregard St. • Alexandria, VA 22311-1714 USA
Phone: 800-933-2723 or 703-578-9600 • Fax: 703-575-5400
Website: www.ascd.org • E-mail: member@ascd.org
Author guidelines: www.ascd.org/write

Deborah S. Delisle, Executive Director; Stefani Roth, Publisher; Genny Ostertag, Director, Content Acquisitions; 
Julie Houtz, Director, Book Editing & Production; Liz Wegner, Editor; Judi Connelly, Associate Art Director; 
Jose Coll, Graphic Designer; Cynthia Stock, Typesetter; Mike Kalyan, Director, Production Services; 
Shajuan Martin, E-Publishing Specialist; Kelly Marshall, Senior Production Specialist

Copyright © 2019 ASCD. All rights reserved. It is illegal to reproduce copies of this work in print or electronic 
format (including reproductions displayed on a secure intranet or stored in a retrieval system or other electronic 
storage device from which copies can be made or displayed) without the prior written permission of the 
publisher. By purchasing only authorized electronic or print editions and not participating in or encouraging 
piracy of copyrighted materials, you support the rights of authors and publishers. Readers who wish to 
reproduce or republish excerpts of this work in print or electronic format may do so for a small fee by contacting 
the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC), 222 Rosewood Dr., Danvers, MA 01923, USA (phone: 978-750-8400; 
fax: 978-646-8600; web: www.copyright.com). To inquire about site licensing options or any other reuse, 
contact ASCD Permissions at www.ascd.org/permissions, or permissions@ascd.org, or 703-575-5749. For a 
list of vendors authorized to license ASCD e-books to institutions, see www.ascd.org/epubs. Send translation 
inquiries to translations@ascd.org.

ASCD® and ASCD LEARN. TEACH. LEAD.® are registered trademarks of ASCD. All other trademarks 
contained in this book are the property of, and reserved by, their respective owners, and are used for editorial 
and informational purposes only. No such use should be construed to imply sponsorship or endorsement of the 
book by the respective owners.

All web links in this book are correct as of the publication date below but may have become inactive or otherwise 
modified since that time. If you notice a deactivated or changed link, please e-mail books@ascd.org with the 
words “Link Update” in the subject line. In your message, please specify the web link, the book title, and the page 
number on which the link appears.

PAPERBACK ISBN: 978-1-4166-2704-3    ASCD product #119024    
PDF E-BOOK ISBN: 978-1-4166-2705-0; see Books in Print for other formats.
Quantity discounts are available: e-mail programteam@ascd.org or call 800-933-2723, ext. 5773, or  
703-575-5773. For desk copies, go to www.ascd.org/deskcopy.

ASCD Member Book No. F19-5 (Feb. 2019 P). ASCD Member Books mail to Premium (P), Select (S), and 
Institutional Plus (I+) members on this schedule: Jan, PSI+; Feb, P; Apr, PSI+; May, P; Jul, PSI+; Aug, P; Sep, 
PSI+; Nov, PSI+; Dec, P. For current details on membership, see www.ascd.org/membership.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Anderson, Mike, 1971– author.
Title: What we say and how we say it matter : teacher talk that improves 
 student learning and behavior / Mike Anderson.
Description: Alexandria, Virginia : ASCD, [2019] | Includes bibliographical 
 references and index. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2018045142 (print) | LCCN 2018058350 (ebook) | ISBN 
 9781416627050 (PDF) | ISBN 9781416627043 (pbk.)
Subjects: LCSH: Communication in education. | Teachers—Language. | 
 Teacher-student relationships. | Motivation in education. | Effective teaching.
Classification: LCC LB1033.5 (ebook) | LCC LB1033.5 .A54 2019 (print) | DDC 
 371.102/2—dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018045142

_______________________________________________________________________________
28 27 26 25 24 23 22 21 20 19                                  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12  

AND HOW WE SAY IT

MATTER
WHAT WE SAY 

WhatWeSay_HalfandFullTitle.indd   2-3 10/5/18   2:00 PM

WhatWeSay.indd   4 12/11/18   11:00 AM

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



1. What We Say and How We Say It Matter ....................................................... 1

2. Show Respect for All Students ....................................................................... 13

3. Create a Culture of Collaboration ................................................................ 23

4. Develop Students’ Positive Identity ............................................................. 30

5. Set Students Up for Success with Behavior ................................................ 39

6. Support Students When They Struggle with Behavior ........................... 53

7. Elevate Students’ Moral Reasoning.............................................................. 66

8. Promote Joyful Learning .................................................................................79

9. Increase Student Ownership of Learning ................................................... 88

10. Increase Student Participation ................................................................... 96

11. Boost Intrinsic Motivation .......................................................................... 103

12. Focus on Growth and Learning .................................................................. 115

13. Build a Positive Adult Community: Teachers Talk Together ..............128

14. Shift Your Language Patterns .................................................................... 140

References .............................................................................................................154

Index .......................................................................................................................158

About the Author ................................................................................................. 164

Acknowledgments  ...............................................................................................166

AND HOW WE SAY IT

MATTER
WHAT WE SAY 

WhatWeSay_HalfandFullTitle.indd   2-3 10/5/18   2:00 PM

WhatWeSay.indd   5 12/11/18   11:00 AM

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



1

1
What We Say and How We Say It Matter

This is a book about language. More specifically, it’s a book about language 
habits and patterns—the habits and patterns that we use all day and every 
day in our work with students. We must rely on habits and patterns when 
it comes to language, for in the midst of all that teachers must do (think 
ahead about the next step of the activity, keep an eye on the back table of 
students who seem to be getting off track, keep our other eye on the clock, 
get reoriented after an announcement blares over the intercom, wonder 
briefly about the parent who sent an e- mail earlier in the day, notice that 
three hands just shot up as students seem to be getting confused—and this 
all in the blink of an eye), there’s no way we can consciously think about 
everything we say before we say it.

Even more specifically, it’s a book about the intersection of our language 
patterns and our best intentions. After all, don’t we all have positive inten-
tions and goals for our students? We all want our students to be passionate 
about learning, to engage in prosocial interactions, to behave positively and 
appropriately throughout the day—and to do so for the right reasons. For all 
the discussions and varying opinions about pedagogy in education today, I 
find that most educators have many of these core values in common. We all 
want what’s best for our students. And yet . . .
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2 WHAT WE SAY AND HOW WE SAY IT MATTER

We all end up in language patterns that don’t match our best intentions. 
We may even fall into habits that run in direct opposition to what we know 
is best for our students. Let me illustrate with a story.

At the end of my first year of teaching, I wanted some feedback from 
my 4th graders, so I created a report card for students to fill out for me and 
encouraged them to give me honest feedback. It was roughly modeled after 
the report card our district used for students, though the categories were 
obviously different. There was a section for comments at the end, and for 
the most part, the comments were very positive. One, though, caught me off 
guard. Jenna was a thoughtful and spunky student with whom I thought I 
shared great rapport. But in her comments, she said something about how 
I had hurt her feelings sometimes during the year. I was crushed. Jenna? 
I thought. How could that be? We’re always joking around and teasing! I 
thanked Jenna for her feedback and asked her to help me understand, apol-
ogizing and letting her know I never meant to hurt her feelings. “I know you 
didn’t, Mr. A.,” Jenna sighed. “I just couldn’t always tell when you were jok-
ing and when you were serious.” It was a powerful lesson for me—one that I 
felt like I should have known already. My playful nuanced teasing and jok-
ing with 9-  and 10- year- olds wasn’t always received as intended. I started 
to pay more careful attention to how I talked with my students, though as 
you’ll see, it took a while for me to shift this habit.

A couple years later, I had the opportunity to work with Paula Denton, 
who would later author The Power of Our Words. She was facilitating a pro-
fessional development workshop at my school, and she posed a compelling 
question: “What is a behavior in your class that you find infuriating?” My 
initial thought was students’ overdependence on me. It drove me crazy 
when students were constantly seeking my approval. “Mr. Anderson, here’s 
my newest poem. Do you like it?” “Mr. A., I just made this new illustra-
tion. Do you like it?” “Here’s my poster for my project—is it good enough?” 
During work periods, I sometimes had a line of students waiting to get my 
approval or waiting to ask me questions that they should have been able to 
answer on their own.
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 What We Say and How We Say It Matter 3

I found this so infuriating because I wanted my students to be indepen-
dent. I wanted them to learn to accurately self- assess their work and behav-
ior and feel proud of themselves. I didn’t want my students to rely on my 
opinion but to learn to think for themselves. I also wanted my students to be 
self- motivated and find inherent satisfaction in their work—not to only feel 
good about their work if I praised them for it.

Paula pushed us to consider how shifting our language might help alle-
viate some of the challenging behaviors we saw in our students. I realized 
that my habit of praising kids using phrases such as “I like the way you . . .” 
might be a problem. When I wanted to give students positive feedback about 
their work or behavior, I began with some version of it:

• “Jeremy, I like the way you’re working so hard on that math 
challenge!”

• “Hey, everyone! I loved the way you just walked down the hall so 
quietly!”

• “Mariceles, I appreciate how much energy you have for this science 
project!”

• “Ahmad, thank you so much for pushing in your chair after lunch!”

I was, unintentionally, training my students to be teacher- pleasers—to 
rely on me for their feelings of self- worth or reassurance that they were on 
the right track. Once I started paying attention to the way I gave students 
positive feedback, I realized that although I said I believed in a student- 
centered classroom, my language was awfully teacher- centric. It was out of 
sync with my beliefs and goals.

I think most of us end up in a place like this with at least some of our 
language habits. We have the best of intentions. We want our students to 
feel safe, collaborate well with others, feel ownership for their learning, be 
joyfully engaged in work, and do the right things for the right reasons. Yet we 
end up using language patterns that undermine these positive goals. Figure 
1.1 illustrates just a few common examples.
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4 WHAT WE SAY AND HOW WE SAY IT MATTER

So, even more specifically, this is a book about the intersection of our 
positive intentions and our language habits—and working to better align 
the two.

Shifting Language to Match New Goals for Students
Where did our bad habits come from, and why is this such a particularly 
good time to shift them? Many of the most common language habits and 
patterns have been handed down from teacher to teacher over many years. 
As new teachers, we look to professional mentors and colleagues for how to 
speak to children. In teacher preparation programs and internships, we may 
have been given lots of advice about how to speak with children. We may 
(consciously or unconsciously) echo our own teachers and parents. What 

FIGURE 1.1

Goals Conflicting Language Habits

We want students to have ownership of their 
learning, yet we use language that implies 
teacher ownership.

• “Some of you still owe me an assignment from 
last week.”

• “Here’s the next thing you’ll do for me.” 
• “You’re going to need to show me three key 

things in this next piece of work.”

We want students to feel safe in school and we 
want to build positive relationships with students, 
yet we use sarcasm when we get frustrated.

• “Do you think I was put on this planet to clean 
up your mess?” 

• “How hard is it to understand the word ‘no?’” 
• “Let’s all stop what we’re doing and wait for 

Prince Eli to be ready!”

We want students to view learning as enjoyable, 
yet we use language that suggests that work 
stinks.

• “If you finish your work early, you won’t have 
to do any more later.” 

• “I know many of you don’t love math, but 
we’ve got to get through this unit.”

We want students to exhibit good behavior 
because it’s the right thing to do, yet we rely on 
threats and bribes, implying that they don’t want 
to be good.

• “If you walk quietly in the hallway on our way 
to music, you’ll earn a sticker on our class 
sticker chart.” 

• “If you’re not responsible with your work, 
you’ll have to make up that time later.”
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 What We Say and How We Say It Matter 5

we need to be mindful of, though, is that language patterns that might have 
worked at one point may not be as effective as they once were. This is the 
case for a couple of reasons. First, children today are different than children 
were years ago. I grew up in the tumultuous 1970s and materialistic 1980s—
quite a different scene from my parents’ experience growing up in the post- 
World War II 1950s. How could I not have been different from my parents? 
My two children, who have grown up in the information age, are different 
from me. Children 20 years from now will be different from children in 
schools right now. As society, cultural norms, and daily experiences shift, 
our children change as well. This means that some of our language needs to 
shift with them.

Perhaps more importantly, especially for educators, our goals for chil-
dren may change to help them be ready for an ever- changing world. During 
the industrial age, when public schools came of age, the vast majority of 
people graduating from schools went on to fairly linear jobs—where they 
showed up at 9:00, did straightforward work, were managed and motivated 
by someone else, and then punched out at 5:00. Emphasizing compliance 
and obedience in schools might have made sense once. This is no longer the 
case. Skills of creativity, self- motivation, empathy, and collaboration are all 
more important now than they once were.

Schools also require students to learn higher- level skills than were once 
expected. When it comes to the social and emotional climate of schools, 
students no longer spend most of the day working alone doing quiet seat-
work. Instead, they need to work together and engage in collaborative 
tasks with a diverse community of learners. When it comes to academic 
engagement, it is no longer appropriate for students to be passive recipients 
of content developed by teachers, textbook publishers, or curricular pro-
gram companies. Instead, students must assume more power and control 
of their learning, cocreating rich learning experiences with their teachers. 
And when it comes to discipline, being obedient rule- followers is no longer 
enough. Students need to learn to think and act in ethical and responsible 
ways so they are ready to be independent and deep thinkers, not simply 
compliant workers.
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6 WHAT WE SAY AND HOW WE SAY IT MATTER

As I travel the country working with schools in all kinds of settings, I see 
evidence that these sorts of shifts are happening. Many schools are working 
at creating more choice- based and project- based learning experiences that 
emphasize collaboration over competition. Many schools are moving away 
from traditional grading practices that aim to motivate students through 
rewards and punishments. And many of these same schools are working at 
having students play a more active role in discipline by having students cre-
ate working norms and using restorative justice practices.

However, our teacher talk isn’t keeping pace with these new practices, 
and this sends confusing and counterproductive messages to students. For 
example, even though teachers may want their students to take more own-
ership for their work, when they say, “I’m looking for you to turn in a high- 
quality piece of work,” they actually send the message that students are 
working for teachers. A simple shift such as “Think about what you’ll look 
for in high- quality work” sends a very different message.

Additionally, when you look at the highest- impact practices in educa-
tion—the ones touted by the top education researchers as having the biggest 
effect on achievement—language is central to their effectiveness. Consider 
some of the factors that Marzano (2003) highlights as keys to school and 
classroom effectiveness and think about the critical role that teacher lan-
guage plays in each:

• Effective feedback
• Safe and orderly environment
• Collegiality and professionalism
• Classroom management
• Student motivation

Similarly, John Hattie’s meta- analysis work (2009), often considered 
the gold standard in education research, highlights many key practices that 
yield higher student achievement. The following list is a small sampling of 
these practices. Again, consider how the language that teachers use will be 
central to the effectiveness of these practices, all of which rate in the top 26 
of the factors Hattie explored. The parenthetical numbers beside each show 
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 What We Say and How We Say It Matter 7

the effect size on student achievement of the practice. In Hattie’s work, an 
effective size greater than .40 is in the zone of desired effects—practices that 
yield an above- average impact on achievement.

• Teacher clarity (0.75)
• Feedback (0.73)
• Teacher- student relationships (0.72)
• Meta cognitive strategies (0.69)
• Not labeling students (0.61)
• Teaching strategies (0.60)
• Direct instruction (0.59)

Do Changes in Language Really Matter?
Before we begin investing time and energy in reworking our language hab-
its (which is no easy task, trust me), we should first answer a question: Is it 
worth it? Do changes in language, even small and subtle ones, really make 
a difference for students? Indeed, there is some compelling evidence that it 
can make a huge difference.

One of the most famous language shifts studied involves Carol Dweck’s 
research into what she calls mindsets. Dweck shows that when people have 
a growth mindset, they understand that hard work and effort are the keys to 
success. Subsequently, they work harder, persist longer, take on more chal-
lenging tasks, and achieve at higher levels. When people have a fixed mindset 
and believe that natural gifts or talents are the basis for success, they tend to 
shy away from challenges, give up more quickly, and achieve at lower levels. 
Importantly, in some of the experiments that Dweck and colleagues con-
ducted, very small and subtle language shifts were enough to put children into 
a fixed or growth mindset. For example, the difference between saying, “Wow, 
you got [say] eight right. That’s a really good score. You must have worked 
really hard,” (after students did well on a nonverbal IQ test) and “Wow, you 
got [say] eight right. That’s a really good score. You must be smart at this,” was 
enough of a difference to put some children (the first example) into a growth 
mindset and others (the second example) into a fixed one (Dweck, 2006, pp. 

WhatWeSay.indd   7 12/11/18   11:00 AM

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



8 WHAT WE SAY AND HOW WE SAY IT MATTER

71–73). Not only did effort- praised students show more enjoyment of and 
persistence with harder problems in the next round of tests, but they also out-
scored their ability- praised peers. Shockingly, when given the chance to share 
about their scores, 40 percent of ability- praised students said that they got 
higher scores than they actually received. It may be hard to believe, but one 
simple language tweak in how students received feedback put students in a 
completely different emotional state about their learning.

This reminds me of the work of many behavioral economists who high-
light how small changes can lead to huge differences in behavior. Want chil-
dren to make healthier choices in the cafeteria? Place the healthiest foods 
within easy reach and at eye level. Want more people to save for retirement? 
Make automatic saving, where money is deducted directly from people’s 
checks, the default so that they have to opt out if they don’t want it. Small 
changes can yield huge results. (If you’re interested in exploring this subject 
in more detail, I highly recommend the work of Richard Thaler and Cass 
Sunstein, including their book Nudge. You might also look to Steven Levitt 
and Stephen Dubner of Freakonomics fame.)

Again, consider the effect of small changes in language. If the subtle shift 
from “you must be so smart” to “you must have worked hard” can have such 
a profound influence on students’ learning, consider other potential changes 
and their benefits. If we want students to be independent and self- motivated, 
we might replace “I love the way you’re solving that problem so creatively” 
(emphasizing teacher approval) with “You’re working to solve that problem 
with such creativity” (emphasizing student work). If we want students to 
grow into more ethical and moral thinkers, we might replace “Walk quietly 
in the halls and we’ll get a sticker on our sticker chart” with “Walking quietly 
in the halls helps us take care of learners in other classrooms.”

A Few Important Points Before We Continue
The rest of this book digs into various language habits and patterns, and the 
goal with each is to bring our language closer to our best intentions and the 
positive goals we have for students. First, let’s consider a few more points.
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 What We Say and How We Say It Matter 9

We’re All Teachers
Throughout this book, the word “teacher” is used in a broad and inclu-

sive way. Whether you are a classroom teacher, unified arts specialist, spe-
cial education tutor, principal, superintendent, office assistant, custodian, 
paraprofessional, or parent, you are a teacher. Anyone who has a role to play 
in the lives of children fits the bill. Throughout this book, please consider 
“teacher” to be a broad and inclusive term.

All Teachers Have a Different Voice—and That’s Okay
In the chapters that follow, you’ll see many suggestions for language 

examples. There are many “Instead of, Try This” charts, which offer starting 
points for language to use. You’ll need to take the spirit of these suggestions 
and starting points and adapt them so they feel like you. We all have our 
own unique voices and personalities, and we shouldn’t all try and use the 
exact same language. One of the most demeaning trends in education in the 
past decade or so has been the proliferation of boxed curricula that script 
teacher language in lessons. While suggestions for what to say (and how to 
say it) can be helpful, we shouldn’t try to create teacher- bots who offer pat 
automatic responses or phrases in any given situation. So, if you decide to 
move away from “I like the way you . . .” when giving positive feedback, con-
sider many alternatives and find ones that work for you.

It’s Not Just What We Say, It’s How We Say It
It’s almost impossible to separate tone from the actual words we say, 

and tone is something that can be hard to convey in a book. So, in each 
chapter—with each language habit we explore together—be mindful of the 
goals of the language and consider how tone will influence the messages 
students receive. A slight change in intonation—a subtle shift in a smile or 
eye contact—can dramatically change how language feels for students. A 
playful roll of the eyes, a shake of the head, and an upturn in our voice that 
accompanies a comment (“Oh, Anna! How do you ever find anything in that 
desk?!”) may help us build a connection with a student. That same language 
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10 WHAT WE SAY AND HOW WE SAY IT MATTER

delivered with a disappointed tone, a scowl, and an admonishing finger con-
veys a much different message.

Consider, for example, the many different messages we can convey 
with the phrase “Excuse me.” We might say “Excuse me” when we bump 
into a student accidentally. Used with a quiet voice and apologetic tone, this 
phrase expresses remorse. This phrase means something quite different 
if we’re asking someone to repeat something they said because we didn’t 
hear or understand them. “Excuse me?” we ask with a curious and inter-
ested tone. Both of these feel respectful and appropriate, but we all know 
that this same phrase can have more negative meanings. If the first word is 
emphasized with a raised voice (“Excuse me!”), it is now an attempt to get 
the attention of the class, and it feels a bit sharp. With an angry, lowered 
voice and eyebrows raised, “Excuse me?” feels ominous and threatening.

This is important to keep in mind, and we’ll return to this idea often 
throughout the book. It’s not just what we say that matters, it’s how we say it.

We’re Always Modeling
In one school where I taught, there was a K–5 strand of teachers who 

formed a school within a school. Most students moved through this “con-
stellation” from kindergarten through 5th grade. I’ll never forget Ruth 
Ann, the 3rd grade teacher in this constellation, commenting on how her 
students sounded so positive and polite at the beginning of each year, hav-
ing spent an entire 2nd grade together in Gary’s classroom: “It’s wonderful. 
Each year, 25 little Garys walk through my door on the first day of school!” 
I’ll also never forget the years in another school when I inherited 5th grad-
ers from 4th grade teachers who used sneering sarcasm on a daily basis. It 
would take months to break students of their habits of insulting each other 
and laughing at each other as they made mistakes.

In several places in this book, teacher modeling is addressed specifi-
cally, but in some ways, this entire book is about modeling. A wise mentor 
once told me, “Kids are always watching us. Little people watch big people 
to figure out how to become big people.” We should always keep this in mind. 
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 What We Say and How We Say It Matter 11

All day long, we are the tone- setters for students and model what grown- up 
behavior should look and sound like. How do we talk about work and learn-
ing? How do we deal with frustration and anger? What kinds of words are 
appropriate in a school setting? How do we interact with a student who is 
struggling? In any given situation, the way we talk and act gives students 
important clues and signals about how they themselves should act as well. 
This is one of the golden opportunities of teaching—that we get to help stu-
dents grow into kind, compassionate, thoughtful, people. So, let’s work at 
using the language that we want our students to use.

Allow Yourself to Be Uncomfortable
It can be hard for us to be in a place of learning when it comes to lan-

guage because language is so central to everything we do. We want defin-
itive answers about what we should say, and we want them now. This can 
lead us to one of two shortcuts when it comes to language change, both of 
which I’d like to discourage. The first is unquestioning compliance—a ready 
acceptance of what someone says because they happen to be at the front 
of the room teaching a workshop or because they wrote a book about the 
topic. “Just tell me what to say!” I’ve heard some educators beg. Or, “Last 
year a trainer told us to call out the good behavior of some children to get 
the others to follow, and now you’re saying we shouldn’t do that?!” Good 
language habits require intentional thought, so please don’t simply jump to 
new patterns too quickly.

For most of us, teaching isn’t just a job, it’s our identity. We are teach-
ers. This makes examining our practice more than just an exercise in skills 
or strategies—it can feel like soul searching or even therapy, which can be 
scary. This can lead us to a second shortcut: quickly dismissing a language 
suggestion and not thinking about it at all. “Well, sarcasm works in my class-
room. My kids like it,” is a comment I’ve heard more than once. Like blind 
compliance, quick dismissiveness takes us out of the action. It disengages 
us, making it impossible to learn and grow.
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This book is meant to push your thinking and encourage deep reflection 
and rich discussions with colleagues. In the end, you will need to decide what 
language habits you should work on. You’ll need to consider your positive 
goals for students and decide what language will best help you get there. I 
hope that the many suggestions in this book will support you in this journey.
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