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Abstract 

Student confidence is a fundamental component of academic success and long-term learning 

resilience. While instructional quality, classroom climate, and assessment practices all 

contribute to confidence development, teacher feedback wording plays an especially 

influential role in shaping students’ self-perception, self-efficacy, and emotional engagement. 

Subtle differences in phrasing—supportive vs. critical, growth-oriented vs. ability-focused, 

descriptive vs. evaluative—can significantly impact how students interpret their abilities and 

respond to academic challenges. Drawing on research from educational psychology, 

linguistics, motivation theory, and classroom interaction studies, this article examines how 

feedback wording influences student confidence. Integrating insights from John Hattie on 

feedback effectiveness, Albert Bandura on confidence development, and Carol Dweck on 

growth mindset communication, the article explores linguistic mechanisms through which 

feedback constructs or undermines confidence. The analysis identifies patterns such as 

autonomy-supportive language, descriptive feedback, process-focused comments, praise 

framing, hedging mitigation, and teacher discourse tone as pivotal in influencing student self-

beliefs. The article concludes with implications for educators and institutions aiming to 

strengthen confidence-supportive feedback practices in diverse educational settings. 

Keywords: teacher feedback, student confidence, self-efficacy, growth mindset, feedback 
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1. Introduction 

Student confidence—often conceptualized as the belief in one’s ability to succeed 

academically—is a critical factor in educational performance and long-term learning 

engagement. Confidence influences persistence, risk-taking, self-advocacy, and willingness to 

engage with difficult material. While multiple factors shape confidence, one of the most 

direct and recurring influences is teacher feedback. Every comment, correction, and 

suggestion contains cues about competence, potential, and student identity. For many 

learners, especially those in formative developmental periods, these cues deeply affect self-

perception. 

Feedback is among the most powerful instructional tools available to educators. As 

highlighted by John Hattie, feedback ranks among the highest-impact interventions for 

improving student learning. Yet the effectiveness of feedback is not determined solely by its 

presence but by its quality. The wording used in feedback—its tone, structure, focus, and 

linguistic framing—shapes how students interpret both the message and themselves as 

learners. A statement that seems neutral from a teacher’s perspective may be perceived as 
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discouraging or evaluative by a student. Conversely, carefully crafted feedback can reinforce 

agency, highlight progress, and strengthen academic confidence. 

The interplay between language and confidence can be understood through theories of self-

efficacy, particularly those advanced by Albert Bandura, emphasizing that perceived 

capability significantly shapes motivation and performance. Feedback wording can either 

enhance self-efficacy by affirming progress and strategies or undermine it through harsh 

evaluation or ability labeling. 

This article examines how teacher feedback wording influences student confidence 

development, integrating insights from psycholinguistics, motivational theory, and 

educational practice. Topics include linguistic features of effective feedback, the role of 

growth-oriented framing, the impact of tone and affective cues, the dangers of evaluative or 

controlling language, and the influence of feedback timing, personalization, and contextual 

factors. By exploring these dimensions, the article highlights feedback as a linguistic practice 

that shapes student identity, emotional responses, and engagement with learning. 

2. Related Work 

The relationship between feedback and student confidence is well-supported across multiple 

domains of educational research. Foundational studies underscore that feedback does not 

function merely as information delivery but as a social and psychological interaction that 

affects students’ beliefs about themselves. 

2.1 Feedback Theory and Learning 

Feedback research, including Hattie's work on feedback levels, emphasizes that effective 

feedback focuses on the task, process, or self-regulation rather than the self. Evaluative or 

person-centered comments can reduce confidence because they anchor performance in 

inherent ability rather than learning behaviors. Process feedback (“Your approach improved 

this section; consider revising paragraph two with the same strategy”) guides improvement 

while validating capability. 

2.2 Self-Efficacy and Motivation 

Bandura’s self-efficacy theory suggests that learners’ beliefs about their abilities strongly 

predict effort, resilience, and mastery. Feedback wording significantly shapes these beliefs. 

Encouraging language and acknowledgment of progress promote a sense of competence, 

whereas overly critical or vague responses contribute to perceived inability. Self-efficacy 

research supports the value of specific, actionable wording that highlights controllable 

elements of performance. 

2.3 Growth Mindset and Feedback Framing 

The work of Carol Dweck on fixed vs. growth mindsets highlights the importance of 

emphasis in feedback. Ability-focused statements (“You’re good at math”) may create fragile 

confidence vulnerable to failure, while process-oriented praise (“You worked hard to solve 
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this problem”) fosters resilience. Linguistic framing plays a decisive role in whether students 

interpret performance as a reflection of inherent ability or modifiable effort. 

2.4 Sociolinguistics and Teacher–Student Interaction 

Sociolinguistic studies show that teacher communication patterns—including tone, modality, 

politeness strategies, and question framing—affect student participation and perceived 

classroom safety. These interactions influence confidence indirectly by shaping students’ 

emotional experience and sense of belonging. 

2.5 Emotional Climate and Classroom Discourse 

Research on classroom climate demonstrates that warmth, encouragement, and linguistic 

empathy from teachers support emotional regulation and engagement. Feedback wording that 

conveys empathy reduces anxiety and strengthens the student–teacher relationship, enhancing 

confidence development. 

These strands of research converge to show that feedback is more than corrective 

commentary—it is a linguistic mechanism for shaping self-perception, motivation, and 

confidence. 

3. Discussion 

3.1 The Linguistic Foundations of Confidence-Building Feedback 

Language functions not only as an instructional tool but also as a psychological signal. 

Feedback wording communicates to students what is valued, what is expected, and how 

capable they are perceived to be. Confidence-building feedback emphasizes possibility, 

growth, and student agency. 

Feedback wording that supports confidence typically has the following characteristics: 

• specific rather than vague 

• descriptive rather than evaluative 

• future-oriented rather than past-focused 

• process-based rather than ability-based 

• empathetic rather than emotionally neutral 

Such language fosters self-efficacy by clarifying pathways for improvement without 

undermining emotional security. 

3.2 Specificity and Clarity: Reducing Cognitive Ambiguity 

Feedback that is too general (“Good job,” “Needs improvement”) gives students little 

direction and may generate insecurity. Specific feedback provides clarity and reinforces 

control, both crucial for confidence. For example: 

• “Your thesis statement is strong; now strengthen paragraph transitions.” 

• “Your reasoning is solid—next, clarify the example in step two.” 
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Specificity reduces uncertainty, enabling students to interpret feedback constructively rather 

than as a global judgment of ability. Clarity also prevents misinterpretation, which can 

otherwise lead to self-doubt or discouragement. 

3.3 Descriptive vs. Evaluative Feedback 

Descriptive feedback focuses on the features of the work, while evaluative feedback focuses 

on correctness or judgment. Evaluative wording (“This is wrong,” “This isn’t good enough”) 

can damage confidence, especially for developing learners. Descriptive feedback, in contrast, 

supports confidence by offering insights without judgment: 

• “This equation is missing the final step.” 

• “Your argument would be stronger with additional evidence.” 

Descriptive language reduces emotional threat and frames improvement as achievable. 

3.4 Process-Focused Feedback and Growth Orientation 

Process feedback emphasizes effort, strategies, and improvement. According to Dweck’s 

mindset research, process-oriented language builds durable confidence because it reinforces 

the belief that abilities grow through practice. Examples include: 

• “You used an effective strategy here.” 

• “Your revision shows meaningful growth.” 

Process-focused wording trains students to associate success with controllable actions, 

improving perseverance and confidence during setbacks. 

3.5 Ability-Focused Feedback: Risks and Pitfalls 

While ability praise (“You’re smart”) may provide short-term confidence boosts, it can 

undermine long-term resilience. Students praised for inherent ability often become risk-

averse and experience greater anxiety when facing difficulty. Conversely, ability-based 

criticism (“You’re not good at writing”) can be especially damaging, shaping negative self-

schemas. 

Ability-focused feedback wording should therefore be used sparingly and strategically, with 

emphasis placed instead on behaviors, strategies, and progress. 

3.6 Tone, Empathy, and Emotional Safety 

Feedback wording is interpreted not just cognitively but emotionally. Tone is conveyed 

through phrasing, modal verbs, and politeness markers. Empathetic wording (“I understand 

this section is challenging”) normalizes struggle and supports emotional resilience. Teachers 

who use warm, encouraging tones promote psychological safety, enabling students to take 

academic risks and explore ideas confidently. 

Harsh or implicitly punitive tone can have severe negative impact, causing students to 

internalize feedback as personal failure rather than as guidance. 

 



International Journal of Linguistics Applied Psychology and Technology 

https://ijlapt.strjournals.com/index.php/ijlapt 

Vol. Winter, Feb 0.2(2023) 

ISSN: 3048-4529 

 

5 
 

3.7 Constructive Critique: Balancing Honesty and Support 

Effective feedback requires balancing honesty with encouragement. Constructive critique 

uses language that preserves dignity while providing actionable recommendations. Examples 

include: 

• “This part is unclear—let’s clarify your reasoning together.” 

• “You’re improving, and one next step could be strengthening your examples.” 

Balancing critique with reassurance enhances students’ sense of capability. 

3.8 Hedging and Mitigation in Feedback Delivery 

Hedging (e.g., “You might try…,” “It could help to…”) softens critique and reduces 

interpersonal threat. For students sensitive to criticism, hedging may prevent defensive 

reactions and maintain confidence. However, excessive hedging can produce ambiguity; 

therefore, hedges should be used judiciously—supportive but clear. 

3.9 Encouraging Autonomy Through Empowering Language 

Autonomy-supportive language promotes ownership of learning: 

• “You can choose one of these strategies.” 

• “You might explore which of these approaches works for you.” 

Autonomy increases confidence by reinforcing agency and self-direction. 

Controlling language (“You must do it this way”) reduces autonomy and may undermine 

confidence, particularly in adolescents and emerging adult learners. 

3.10 Future-Oriented Wording and Confidence Trajectory 

Future-oriented feedback fosters motivation for improvement: 

• “On your next draft, focus on structure.” 

• “As you continue to practice, this will become easier.” 

This type of wording steers students toward growth trajectories rather than fixating on current 

performance. 

3.11 The Role of Positive Reinforcement and Praise 

Praise enhances motivation, but its wording matters deeply. Effective praise is: 

• specific (“Your use of examples strengthened your argument”) 

• process-based (“You stayed persistent—great effort”) 

• sincere 

Inflated or generic praise may undermine authenticity and reduce student trust. When praise 

acknowledges actual improvement, it reinforces accurate self-perception and increases 

confidence. 
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3.12 Written Feedback vs. Verbal Feedback 

In written feedback, wording is more permanent and subject to repeated interpretation. 

Students may re-read comments multiple times, magnifying emotional impact. Therefore, 

every phrase must be crafted carefully. 

Verbal feedback benefits from tone of voice, facial expression, and immediacy—but also 

risks being forgotten or misremembered. Clear, supportive language improves retention and 

emotional reception in both modalities. 

3.13 Cultural and Linguistic Considerations 

Students interpret feedback wording through cultural lenses. In some cultures, direct criticism 

is perceived as supportive; in others, it is seen as shaming. Linguistic politeness norms differ 

widely. Teachers should adapt wording to cultural expectations to avoid unintended harm to 

student confidence. 

3.14 Feedback Timing and Psychological Context 

Timing affects interpretation. Immediate feedback strengthens the link between effort and 

progress. Delayed feedback may reduce confidence if students perceive silence as a signal of 

inadequacy. Context also matters: public feedback can either encourage or embarrass 

depending on wording and student preference. 

3.15 Teacher–Student Relationship and Trust 

Feedback wording gains its meaning within relational context. Supportive teacher–student 

relationships amplify the positive effects of constructive wording, while strained relationships 

amplify negative interpretations. Trust serves as a buffer; students are more receptive to 

critique when they believe the teacher is invested in their growth. 

4. Conclusion 

Teacher feedback wording profoundly influences student confidence development. Language 

does not merely communicate performance information; it shapes identity, motivation, 

resilience, and beliefs about learning. Feedback grounded in specificity, descriptive clarity, 

process focus, empathy, and autonomy support fosters strong, durable academic confidence. 

Conversely, evaluative, vague, or harshly worded feedback can damage self-efficacy and 

inhibit engagement. 

As educational contexts become more diverse, digital, and student-centered, the need for 

confidence-supportive language practices increases. Teachers who intentionally craft 

feedback wording contribute not only to improved academic performance but also to the 

broader psychological development of their students. 

Future research should explore culturally responsive feedback wording, AI-generated 

feedback systems, and longitudinal effects of language patterns on academic identity 

development. With ongoing attention to the linguistic dimensions of feedback, educators can 
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cultivate learning environments that strengthen confidence, curiosity, and long-term 

engagement. 
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