The Impact of Words to
Empower

Words carry weight—especially in schools. Educators have
countless research studies that exhibit the power of teachers’
language on students’ effort and learning outcomes. As an
example, the research of Carol Dweck shows that students who
hear “You worked really hard on this” instead of “You’'re so
smart” show significant improvement on subsequent tasks and
are more willing to tackle difficult challenges, while those
praised for intelligence actually decline in performance.
Geoffrey Cohen’s studies on wise criticism reinforce the power
of words. In one study, students who received feedback that
said, “I'm giving you this criticism because I have very high
expectations and I know that you can reach them” were much
more likely to revise and resubmit their essays and went on to
achieve better long-term outcomes.

Can the words teachers hear from school leaders, instructional
coaches and peers provide an uplift and motivation? A blog
post from Phoenix Perform reinforces that language can be a
powerful lever for motivation, clarity and belonging-or a
subtle source of stress, confusion or disengagement. The
authors remind us that “language is the vehicle through which
expectations, emotions and commitments are transmitted.” In my
own work with instructional coaches and school leaders, I’'ve
often emphasized that what we say—-and just as importantly,
what we don’t say—can directly influence teacher growth,
agency and energy. This post explores how our intentional
language can empower our coachees, team members and staff,
fostering a culture where trust, clarity and motivation
thrive.

“Every conversation is a performance. Are
you empowering or disempowering with your words?” — Phoenix
Perform
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The post from Phoenix Perform offers a helpful structure for
building intentionality into our communication. It shares four
dimensions of empowering language that provide a lens for
leaders to reflect on and refine communication.

Capability Language: Highlighting
potential and learning

As a coach or leader, use language that reinforces a belief in
the teacher’s (or team’s) ability to rise to the challenge.
This echoes Carol Dweck’'s work—-focusing on effort and
possibility over fixed traits. Empowering language emphasizes
what someone can learn or do, rather than focusing on limits
or deficits. It helps people believe in their own capacity to
grow. Co-construction of next steps in coaching conversations
communicates capacity building; the questions teacher and
coach ask each other allow them to explore their own
understandings. Reflecting on and responding to each other’s
contributions creates alternatives.

Ownership Language: Encouraging
responsibility without blame

Ownership language invites reflection and action. It helps
people consider how their choices affect outcomes, rather than
shifting blame or feeling helpless. Ownership-oriented
questions create space for agency. They gently guide a person
to examine their practice without defensiveness—shifting the
focus from external problems to internal choices. This fits a
strategy that I suggest called “gripes to goals.”



Gripes to Goals

Teacher’s gripe: Too many students don’t care about their
grades. There is no way to motivate them to work. Failing them
isn’t a threat.

Coach: You have a strong desire for your students to do well.

Teacher: Absolutely. They don’t see the cost to their future
of the choices they are making now.

Coach: Grades, as a reward or threat, just don’t seem to
communicate the message you want them to hear.

Teacher: It may actually be making things worse.

Coach: You see a need to find a different way to motivate your
students — (Goal).

Growth Language: Turning setbacks
into opportunities

Growth language frames mistakes or failures as learning
moments. It fosters a culture of psychological safety, where
trying, reflecting and adjusting are expected parts of the
process. “What did you learn from trying that strategy? What
might you adjust for next time?” This language aligns with the
spirit of wise criticism—holding high standards while
affirming belief in the teacher’s ability to grow. It isn’t
winning or losing that produces the learning; it is the
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debriefing and analyzing of the process that produces
knowledge that one can gain from. Teachers, mentors and
coaches help us learn from our experience, win or lose.

Purpose Language: Connecting tasks
to meaningful outcomes

Purpose language helps people see how their work contributes
to something larger. It transforms routine tasks into
intentional actions that align with shared goals. When
educators see how their contributions matter, motivation
rises. Purpose builds commitment. Coaching conversations,
where the teacher’s agenda emerges and develops over time,
increase understanding, build trust and promote vulnerability
and risk-taking. The teacher’s agenda includes the beliefs,
values and thinking behind the teacher’s decision-making. A
general guideline I recommend is that a coach wants to know
what the teacher is thinking before sharing what the coach is
thinking.

In every hallway conversation, coaching session, PLC meeting
or email, our words carry the potential to empower—-or to
unintentionally discourage. When we speak with
intention—choosing language that communicates capability,
fosters ownership, frames growth and connects to purpose—we
don’t just support our colleagues; we strengthen the culture
of our schools. Teachers, like students, thrive when they feel
seen, believed in and connected to meaningful work. As leaders
and coaches, we can build that sense of connection through the
everyday language we use.

Empowering language isn’t about being nice—-it’s about being
intentional. And in schools, intentional language can be a
quiet but powerful lever for teacher growth, collective
efficacy and better outcomes for students.



