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A Broken Record: Positive 
Descriptive Feedback
Ashley LaRue, Early Child hood  
Behavior Support Specialist
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Please sign in
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Who am I?

The  West Vi rgin ia Behavior/Me ntal Health  
Techn ical Assi stance Center is proud to be a 

coll aboration  between  the  West Vi rgin ia 
Department of Education and the West 

Virginia Autism Training Center  at Marshall 

Uni ve rsity.
Wes t Vi rgin ia  Be hav ior/M en tal  Hea l th  T echn ic al  Assi stance  

Cen te r
3
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Today’s Agenda 
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Provide a definition of positive descriptive feedback that supports 
engagement and learning.

Benefits of positive descriptive feedback

Provide suggestions for teachers on how to improve their ability to 
provide positive descriptive feedback to children. 

Where do we start? 

6

• Early Childhood 

Positive Behavioral 

Interventions and Supports

• Aka “The Pyramid Model”
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What is feedback? 

8
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Verbal Encouragement

Thumbs up

Wink

Clapping

Special handshake

Smile
Happy dance

Specific

Formal

Informal
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Understanding Feedback 

Think of someth ing yo u h ave 
learned successfu lly.  It cou ld  b e 
fro m a formal school setting or 
fro m a spo rt,  h obby  or any  oth er 
aspect o f your life.  

What d id yo u learn? 

When did you learn it ? 

Why d id yo u learn it? 

How did you learn it? 

What k ind of h elp  did  you  get? 

What k ind of feedb ack  did  you  
receive?

10
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✓Boosts self-esteem

✓Boosts self-confidence

✓Build positive relationships

Why Praise?

Making Deposits 
5:1 

12

h ttps://c hal l engingbe ha vior.org/docs/bu il d ing-posi tive-rel ati on ships-with-young-ch il dre n.pdf

Building Relationships

Let’s get 
started…

https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/building-positive-relationships-with-young-children.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/building-positive-relationships-with-young-children.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/building-positive-relationships-with-young-children.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/building-positive-relationships-with-young-children.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/building-positive-relationships-with-young-children.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/building-positive-relationships-with-young-children.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/building-positive-relationships-with-young-children.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/building-positive-relationships-with-young-children.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/building-positive-relationships-with-young-children.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/building-positive-relationships-with-young-children.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/building-positive-relationships-with-young-children.pdf
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Positive Descriptive Feedback

▪Positive descriptive feedback is a 
practice we are using to help 
children learn what is expected 
of them during different 
classroom activities. Positive 
Descriptive feedback tells 
children exactly what they have 
done and encourages them to 
use that behavior in the future. 

13He m m ete r,  M . L . , O strosk y , M .  M .,  & F ox,  L.  (2 0 21).  Unpa ck ing the  Py ra mid M odel :  A Pr ac tic a l G uide  for P re sc hool  T ea c he rs  (p .  104 ).  Pa u l H . B rook es  Publ i sh ing Co.

Guidelines 

• Deliver while the child engages in 
the behavior or immediately after

• Be SPECIFIC

• Deliver with genuine feeling and 
emotion

• Deliver in proximity and at eye 
level

• Be CONSISTENT 

• Vary the verbal statements

• Highlight improvements

14

Describe the Behavior

15

• This tells the child exactly what 
behavior is being acknowledged 
and is part of the process of 
teaching that behavior. 

• Identify and provide feedback 
about skills. 

• Provide feedback that describes 
the process the child used. 
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Acknowledge Publicly

▪ Public acknowledgment can reinforce the 
skill or process for the child you are 
ac knowledging and provide a model for 
other children. 

▪ For example, you might acknowledge 
Elinor for using her “inside” voice when 
you want the other children to lower their 
voices.

▪ PDF can cause a domino eff ect . 

16

Individualize

17

• Use the child’s name. 
• Be on the look-out for 

children who practice skills 
and competencies you are 
teaching. 

•  Learn a phrase you can use as 
part of your feedback in the 
home language of the child 
who is a dual language 
learner.

Be Consistent and Equitable 

18

• Make sure all the adults in the classroom know how and 
when to give positive descriptive feedback. 

• Pay attention to how and how often you and others give 
positive descriptive feedback. Are all adults in the 
classroom providing more positive feedback than 
correction? 

• Ask yourself whether positive feedback is delivered 
equitably. Are all children acknowledged when they 
demonstrate a skill, follow directions, meet expectations, 
or are engaged?
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Identify the Child, Family and Cultural Norms

19

• Make a po int to talk to the family 
abo ut h ow and why  po sitive 

feedb ack  is given  in the classroom.

•  Ask th e family wh at th ey do  at 

ho me. D ifferent cultures and  family 
gro up s may have different and  very 
specific ideas ab out providing 

po sitive d escriptive feed back. 

•  Wo rk with  the family to  iden tify 

ways to give feedb ack th at resp ects 
their culture b ut also provid es 
child ren  with t he information  they  

need  ab out their beh av io r.

What does research say?

20

Praise is o ne o f the most effective sch ool-based 
strategies th at teachers can  u se to d ecrease problem 

beh avio r and  increase positive b ehavior.
(C avanau gh, 201 3)

• The use of praise (i .e ., positive descriptive 
feedb ack ) can increase th e occurrence of 

app ro priate behavior,  promo te po sitive teacher-
child relat io nships, an d fo ster a su pp ort ive learning 
environment ( Hend erlong & Lepper, 2 00 2; Hester, 
Hen drickson , &  Gable, 2 00 9; Gable, H ester,  Rock, &  

Hu ghes, 2 00 9) . 

What PDF is NOT
Directions and Corrections
Directions te ll stud ents what they sh ould be doing.  

Co rrect io ns tell stu dents wh at th ey sho uld b e d oing instead  of 
what they are currently  do ing. 

What does this sound like ? 

You  need  to  sit down. 

He had it  first, give it back to  him. 

What a re yo u sup po sed  to be d oing  righ t no w?

We don’t clim b th e shelves here!

Stop running!

21
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What PDF is…

POSITIVE- Immediately 
follows a positive 
behavior, something you 
want the child/children 
to be doing.
Descriptive- Describes 
EXACTLY what the child 
did. 
Feedback- It’s a sign of 
recognition and 
acknowledgement .

22

Say What You See!

23

Examples

When Johnny hangs 
his coat in his cubby, 
the teacher can 
acknowledge it by 
saying, “Johnny, you 
did a good job 
hanging up your coat 
all by yourself. You 
are responsible. Way 
to go!” 

24

Th i s Photo by Unknown  Au thor i s li cen sed unde r CC BY-SA

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Checkmark.svg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Example 2

Gina, look at you! 
Great job!

25

Example 3

26

When the teacher observes 
Patrick washing his hands 
before breakfast, she gives 
him a thumbs-up and says, 
“Daniel, good for you . You 
remembered to wash your 
hands before we eat 
breakfast. You are being 
responsible.” 

Th i s Photo by Unknown  Au thor i s li cen sed unde r CC BY-SA

Example 4

27

Emily cleaned up the bloc ks  in the center but not the toy animals.  T he 

teacher c ommen ts, “Em ily, you are doing a better job cleaning up you r 

center. You put the blocks back on th e shelf. Th ank you for help ing to keep 

our room  safe and organiz ed!”

Th i s Photo by Unknown  Au thor i s li cen sed unde r CC BY-SA

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Checkmark.svg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Checkmark.svg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Example 5

I like the way you 
are being a friend 
to Chris!

28

Why use PDF? Building Language

29

• Children learn language and 
concepts by hearing words 
relating to what they are doing 
in the moment. 

• You are teaching them the 
language and concepts relating 
to social and emotional skills 
and abilities. 

Why use PDF? Builds Cognition

Positive descriptive feedback gives 
SPECIFIC information students can 
use. It focuses on their strengths 
and ways to improve. 

Wes t Vi rgin ia  Be hav ior/M en tal  Hea l th  T echn ic al  Assi stance  

Cen te r
3 0
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Making Connections

31

Building Self-Concept

32

• What we say to children s tarts to become what they s ay to 

thems elves—like a broken record. 

• “You are so respons ible; you pic ked up all the blocks and put 
them back on  the shelf ” becomes “I  am a responsible person .”

• We should be providing ins pirational messages for stu dents to 

carry with them about them selves  and their abilit ies. 

 Ex.  “I ’m  becoming independ ent! I can  do hard  things!”  
  “I’m a problem  solver.”

   “I worked hard to finis h that.  I  didn’t  give up.” 

  “I’m helpf ul”   

  “I’m a great friend”

  “I can’t  do it  yet  but I’m getting better!”

33

To teach replacement 
behaviors

To establish clear 
expectations

To teach specific social 
emotional skills

To build 
relation ships; this 
is a type of 
“Emotional 
Deposit”

Does it apply to all tiers of the Pyramid Model? 
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PDF + what?

PDF +
• Expectations

• Outcomes/Results/Impacts
• Desired Characteristics

PDF + Expectations

• Expectations are a 
framework for the 
behaviors that are 
expected of 
everyone 
(students, staff, 
families)

• Expectations are 
the “WHY” behind 
the rules. 

35

How are we using expectations?
• Be kind

• There are many opportunities 
throu ghou t th e day to comm ent 
and  acknowled ge kind  b ehavior or 
word s. This can o ccu r in  small 
gro up, large gro up,  centers,  
ou tdoo r, etc. 

• Be Safe

• Lo oks different th rou ghou t th e 
day. Catch them in  actio n!

• Be Responsible

• Resp on sibility  comes in m any 
forms.  They are responsible for 
them selves,  classro om materials, 
and  h elping friends when needed.  

36
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Examples of PDF + Expectations

 PDA       +
You took turns with your                   that was kind of          
friends  on the slide…      you!

You are using your walking     you are being safe!

feet inside….

You came into the classroom, 

put your things away, and washed   how respons ib le you 

your hands for breakfast…..     are!

37

38

Examples of PDF + Outcomes/Results/Impacts

What does the child’s behavior lead to/allow/produce?

  PDA      +
Wow! Look  at you sitting on    that shows me you are ready

the carpet…..      to listen to the story. 

You are stay ing  in your own    you are being  safe and we 

body space….      we can all dance together!

39
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Examples of PDF + Desired Characteristics 

PDF      +
You are really concentrating  you are a PROBLEM 
on this puzzle….    SOLVER!

….you kept your hands to  You were really angry
yourself and we found a   but….
solution.

Great listening! She asked you  You listened to your friend
to stop and you did,   

41

42
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Celebrate Efforts!

Time to Think

44

How do I do this?

45

• Put it into practice!

• Track your progress
• Listen to others doing it

• Hear it coming from 
yourself

• Write it down! 
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Tracking Data

Monitoring our own behavior: 
1. Rubber bands 

2.Paperclips

3.Tally
4.Timer to cue at regular 

intervals

5.Work with teaching partner 

to count

Take Time to Reflect

47

Practice Never Sometimes Often Always

1. I use positive descriptive feedback with all children in my 
classroom.

2. I increase my use of positive descriptive feedback with 
specific ch ildren who have social-emotional learning need s. 

3. The descriptive feedback statements I use state the 
appropriate or desirable behavior in specific, observable 
terms.

4. I am positive, sincere, and enthusiastic when I deliver 
descrip tive feedback. 

5. I am intentional and consistent when I deliver descriptive 
feedback. 

6. I individualize my use of descriptive feedback. 

7. I monitor my own use of descriptive feedback and the 
effect it has on children’s behavior. 

Hemmeter, M. L., Ostrosky, M. M., & Fox, L. (2021) . Unpacking th e Pyramid Model: A Practical Guide  for Pr eschool Teacher s (p. 108) . Paul H. Br ookes 
Pu blishing Co.

Super Friends

48Challengingbehavior.org
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desc-fdbk.pdf

Classroom Resources

Happy Grams- Partner with Families

50

51

ht tps :// challen ging beh avior.or g/do cs/ Emo tion al-pig gy-ba nk.pd f

Resources for Home

https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/youngstar/pdf/ys-2019-20/desc-fdbk.pdf
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/youngstar/pdf/ys-2019-20/desc-fdbk.pdf
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/youngstar/pdf/ys-2019-20/desc-fdbk.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/Emotional-piggy-bank.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/Emotional-piggy-bank.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/Emotional-piggy-bank.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/Emotional-piggy-bank.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/docs/Emotional-piggy-bank.pdf
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Take Aways

Talk at your table 
about any 

activit ies that you 
plan to 

implement in 
your classroom. 

52

53
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Thank you!

https :/ /www.marshall .edu/bmhtac/

wvecpbis.org

wvpbis .org/

https :/ /challe ngingbehavior.org/

Wes t Vi rgin ia  Be hav ior/M en tal  Hea l th  T echn ic al  Assi stance  
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Ashley LaRue, EC Behavior 
Support Specialis t

laruea@marshall.edu
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Don’t forget to sign in!
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https://www.marshall.edu/bmhtac/
https://wvecpbis.org/
https://wvpbis.org/
https://challengingbehavior.org/
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