
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.


