
Building  an  Environment  for
Growth from Feedback (Part 3:
Cognitive Feedback)
In part 1 of this blog, I examined emotional feedback that
supports student’s feelings, confidence, and mindset—how they
feel about learning, themselves, and the task. In part 2, I
explored behavioral feedback that supports actions and habits,
addressing  effort,  participation,  and  behaviors  related  to
learning. Here in part 3, I’ll focus on cognitive feedback
supporting  thinking  and  understanding  or  addressing  the
accuracy,  depth,  or  process  of  the  student’s  response  or
learning.

Cognitive feedback is not simply telling a student whether an
answer is right or wrong. It illuminates the thinking process.
It makes reasoning visible, points students toward productive
strategies, and builds metacognitive awareness which is the
student’s ability to think about their own thinking. It helps
learners recognize the strategies they are using, evaluate
whether those strategies are effective, and make decisions
about what to try next. It’s not just “Did I get the answer
right?” but:

What approach did I use?
Why did I choose it?
Did it work?
What will I do differently next time?
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Cognitive  feedback  is  powerful  because  it  guides  students
toward what psychologists call strategy attribution, which is
the idea that learners explain their success or difficulty by
pointing to controllable factors (like effort, persistence, or
strategies) rather than fixed traits (like intelligence or
talent). Carol Dweck’s research on mindset helps illuminate
why this matters. In her studies, students praised for their
ability  (“You’re  so  smart”)  were  more  likely  to  avoid
challenging tasks, give up sooner, and show less resilience
when they hit obstacles. By contrast, students praised for
their effort and strategies (“You worked hard on that problem”
or “The way you broke it into steps was effective”) were more
likely to persist, embrace challenges, and try new approaches.

Feedback  that  emphasizes  strategy  used,  keeps  learning
dynamic. Instead of students concluding, “I’m just not good at
this,” they begin to think, “That strategy didn’t work—what
else could I try?” Setbacks become information, not identity.

Fixed-ability attribution: “I failed the test because I’m bad
at math.”

Strategy attribution: “I didn’t do well because I only studied
by  rereading  my  notes.  Next  time,  I’ll  work  on  practice
problems.”
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By helping students recognize and evaluate the strategies they
use, teachers reinforce the belief that learning outcomes are
changeable and  can be improved through effort, reflection,
and trying new approaches. This is the essence of the growth
mindset in action.

Cognitive Feedback Responses on Strategy

Name  strategies  explicitly  –  “I  noticed  you  reread  the
directions before starting—that helped you avoid mistakes.”

Prompt reflection on choices – “What made you decide to use
that approach? Would you use it again?”

Encourage strategy flexibility – “That plan worked well here.
What other kinds of problems could it help with? Where might
it not work?”

Reframe mistakes as feedback – “This error shows the strategy
didn’t fit the problem. What could you try instead?”

The aim of cognitive feedback is to make reasoning steps,
assumptions, strategies, and connections visible. By surfacing
and shaping these processes, cognitive feedback supports both
immediate understanding and long-term thinking skills.

Making Reasoning Visible

Many students jump quickly from question to answer. Cognitive
feedback slows the process down by asking them to explain
their  reasoning,  which  deepens  comprehension  and  builds
transferable thinking habits.

“You compared the two characters by looking at their actions.
What would you see if you also compared their motivations?”

Clarifying Misconceptions

When  students  hold  misconceptions,  corrective  feedback  can
feel  like  judgment  (“That’s  wrong”).  Cognitive  feedback



reframes  the  moment  as  an  opportunity  to  build  new
understanding  by  acknowledging  the  reasoning  behind  the
misconception and guiding students toward clarity.

“You explained the Earth is closer to the Sun in summer, which
is a common thought. Let’s look at how Earth’s tilt changes
the sunlight we get—what do you notice?”

Connecting to Big Ideas

Cognitive feedback helps students connect specific tasks to
larger concepts or transferable skills, lifting their focus
beyond the assignment to broader ways of thinking.

“You used context clues to figure out that word—that’s great.
It’s a strategy readers use whenever they face unfamiliar
language. Where else might that help you?”

How feedback is occurring in the classroom is a great topic to
explore in instructional and peer coaching. Emotional feedback
nurtures students’ belief in themselves. Behavioral feedback
strengthens  the  habits  and  actions  that  sustain  learning.
Cognitive  feedback  sharpens  the  thinking  and  understanding
that  lead  to  mastery.  For  instructional  coaches,  this
framework is just as powerful with teachers as it is for
teachers with students. Coaches can ask: How am I supporting a
teacher’s  confidence  and  mindset?  How  am  I  noticing  and
reinforcing their professional habits? How am I helping them
reflect on and strengthen their instructional decision-making?
By  blending  emotional,  behavioral,  and  cognitive  feedback,
coaches  create  the  same  growth-centered  environment  for
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teachers that teachers create for students. A culture where
feedback  is  not  judgment,  but  a  shared  pathway  to  deeper
learning.

Building  an  Environment  for
Growth from Feedback (Part 2:
Behavioral Feedback)
In  part  1  of  this  blog,  examined  emotional  feedback  that
supports student’s feelings, confidence, and mindset—how they
feel about learning, themselves, and the task. In part 2 I’ll
explore behavioral feedback that supports actions and habits,
addressing  effort,  participation,  and  behaviors  related  to
learning. It can target:

Work habits (focus, effort, persistence)
Collaboration and communication
Help-seeking vs task-avoidance behavior
Time management or self-monitoring

Behavioral feedback helps students understand not only what to
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learn,  but  how  to  learn.  It  turns  invisible  learning
habits—like persistence, focus, or collaboration—into visible,
valued, and improvable actions. While academic success often
appears to be about mastering content, the engine behind that
success is a set of student learning production behaviors.
These are the actions students take to engage, persevere,
problem-solve,  and  self-regulate  throughout  the  learning
process. Without deliberate reinforcement and feedback from
teachers,  these  behaviors  often  go  unnoticed  or  worse,
unshaped.  The AVID framework emphasizes teaching students how
to develop the behaviors and habits for college and career
readiness. It supports students in building the skills to
access, organize, and apply content through strategies like
focused  note-taking,  collaborative  study,  and  structured
inquiry. Behavioral feedback from teachers can reinforce these
strategies and support students in internalizing them as tools
for ownership over their learning. It might sound like this:

“I  noticed  you  came  back  to  the  task  even  after  getting
distracted. That persistence matters.”

“When you listened to your partner before speaking, the team
worked better together. Let’s keep that going.”

“Asking  for  clarification  like  you  just  did  shows  you’re
managing your learning—keep doing that.”

“You got started right away today—that gave you more time to
work deeply.”

https://www.avid.org/framework


Behavioral  feedback  might  also  identify  behaviors  that
interfere with a student’s progress toward a goal. This kind
of feedback is not about catching mistakes or calling students
out. It’s about calling them forward, helping them see how
their actions affect their learning outcomes and providing
guidance  to  shift  course.  Effective  behavioral  feedback
doesn’t shame; it names the behavior and connects it to the
learning goal. It might sound like this:

“I noticed you stopped working after the first challenge.
Let’s talk about one step you could try next time to keep
going.”

“You seemed unsure today but didn’t ask for help. Remember,
using  your  resources,  including  your  teacher,  is  part  of
learning.”

“When you talked over your teammate, we missed out on hearing
their thinking. How can we make space for each other next
time?”

“You  started  packing  up  early,  which  cut  short  your
opportunity  to  finish  strong.  How  could  you  manage  time
differently tomorrow?”

This kind of feedback helps students build self-awareness,
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responsibility, and ownership of their behaviors—not just for
school, but for life. When paired with a classroom culture
rooted in respect and growth, redirective feedback like this
becomes part of a supportive learning environment where every
student understands that effort and habits matter as much as
knowledge.

The power of behavioral feedback was illustrated by legendary
UCLA basketball coach John Wooden, known for his unmatched
record of 10 NCAA championships. A landmark study by Gallimore
&  Tharp,  (“What  a  Coach  Can  Teach  a  Teacher”)  analyzed
Wooden’s coaching and found about 75% of his feedback during
practice  was  behavioral  in  nature;  including  instructions,
modeling, praise, and corrective cues aimed at habits, effort,
technique, and timing—not just outcomes. He focused much of
his feedback on habits and effort during practice. Most of his
feedback  consisted  of  brief,  clear,  and  targeted  cues  on
behavior  —what  to  do,  how  to  do  it  better,  and  why  it
mattered.

“Bend your knees.”

“Quicker pass.”

“That’s the right way. Do it again.”

This kind of instructional feedback loop mirrors what teachers
do when they notice and name student learning behaviors like
collaboration,  help-seeking,  or  time  management  in  action.
Just as Wooden built a team culture where success came from
refining  the  how  of  play,  teachers  can  build  classroom
cultures where achievement emerges from refining the how of
learning.

Teachers don’t need elaborate systems to observe and respond
to learning behaviors. Often, the most powerful feedback grows
out  of  intentional  noticing.  Paying  close  attention  to
patterns of focus, engagement, collaboration, and help-seeking
provides ongoing insight into what behaviors are supporting or
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hindering  student  progress.  A  teacher  might  jot  quick
observational notes during group work, reflect after a lesson
on which students persevered through difficulty, or simply
tune into who is asking questions and who is opting out. These
informal  check-ins  become  a  valuable  source  of  formative
assessment  of  learning  behaviors  that  drive  mastery.  When
teachers  make  a  habit  of  noticing  and  naming  productive
behaviors and gently redirecting those that aren’t, they help
students internalize the idea that how they learn is both
visible and changeable.  A peer or instructional coach can
observe  students’  learning  behaviors  and  the  feedback  you
provide to students. Coaching increases consciousness.


