
18  |  International School  |  Summer 2022

Leading, teaching and learning

With this feedback, 

will the students feel 

supported in their 

learning or rather 

experience it as a 

threat or judgment? 

By Fanny Passeport

When feedback  
supports students in 

learning for themselves

Learning is about becoming aware, reaching an 
‘aha’ moment, and realizing we just made a new 
connection. It is a magical moment when one 

experiences flow and an increased level of dopamine. 
Learning is thrilling, and it is so when it is owned by the 
individual exploring and engaging in a 
trial-and-error process. It is a cognitive 
and affective process that engages the 
whole self. Learning is a complex process 
of many interconnected elements, and 
teaching can be an aid or interference 
to learning, either supporting learning or 
preventing it from occurring. One of the 
most effective instructional interventions 
is known as feedback. Feedback can act 
as a powerful device to trigger learning 
and support learners in transitioning 
into the next stage, shaping their 
understanding of a concept. However, the way feedback 
is provided, and how it is experienced by the receiver, 
are fundamental variables to consider. Indeed, when 

we start thinking of feedback as an experience (rather 
than a mere tool), we can better anticipate the impact it 
may have on the learner. Teachers can make a significant 
difference by crafting the optimal conditions around 
feedback. For example, they can ask themselves: 

With this feedback, will the students 
feel supported in their learning or rather 
experience it as a threat or judgment? 
Will the students be moved into action 
because this matters to them or because 
this matters to me, as their teacher? What 
might be the purpose and impact of the 
feedback for their learning, beyond the 
boundaries of this single task? 

Feedback: a multi-faceted 
concept
Feedback provides new information 

to students, helping them become aware of their 
current standing against a goal they are trying to attain, 
and in turn, allows them to take action to improve 
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Feedback provides new 
information to students, 

helping them become aware of their 
current standing against a goal they 

are trying to attain

performance. But what is 
important to know is that 
feedback is effective when 
it is ‘received, understood 
and acted upon’ (Hattie 
& Timperley, 2007), and 
without all three criteria 
met, the feedback might not 
have any impact. Through 
feedback, students find 
out whether or not an 
experiment or strategy was 
successful, and they can then 
respond by making a change, 
with the aim to get better at 
something. 

Feedback’s quality matters
A lot of focus is put on how 
a teacher uses feedback to 
support students in improving their performance, so 
they achieve better academic outcomes. However, 
not enough attention is directed towards the quality 
of the learning process that feedback may generate. 
As Stiggins et al put it: ‘it’s the quality of the feedback 
rather than its existence or absence that determines its 
power’ (2004: 40). We don’t simply want students to 
reach the learning outcome; we want them to develop 
metacognition, self-regulation, and autonomy. Therefore, 
understanding the invisible impact of feedback is 
essential. What might be going on in the head of the 
learners when they receive feedback? How might we 
create healthy learning experiences around feedback 
to develop sustainable learning? Let’s face it, feedback 
can follow the rules and principles of effective feedback 
from a cool memo someone took back from a webinar, 
and yet still rely on indirect forms of manipulation 
and control, which have detrimental effects on both 
wellness and learning (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  So, how 
might we provide quality feedback that empowers 
students to learn about themselves, drive their own 
learning and thrive?

Supporting our learners’ autonomy
Autonomy goes beyond the concept of agency as it 
embraces the idea that we do something because 
it is inherently interesting, because we feel a sense 
of volition and endorsement, because we can align 
our internal frame of reference (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 
Ryan and Deci, 2017) to our actions. With autonomy-
supportive feedback, we aim to design the optimal 
conditions for learners to access their internal sources 
of empowerment so they can connect their interests, 
goals, and aspirations to the information they receive, 
to develop their competence with a true sense of 
free will. As teachers, we can create conditions in the 
classroom that may nurture or frustrate autonomy 
(Ryan and Deci, 2017; Reeve, 2006). For example, 
teachers who operate with a more controlling style 

may rely on ego-involving feedback (eg focusing on 
praise or criticisms), or conditional reward (eg using 
behavioural charts), or other forms of emotional 
blackmail (such as giving or withdrawing attention 
based on students’ attitude or performance). In such 
an atmosphere, students may be led to compete, 
take the shortest path to achieve a goal (including 
cheating), avoid challenges (as the stakes are too high 
and failing is too risky), and lack perseverance. They may 
also conform to expectations to please the teachers 
(rather than to learn the content) or defy authority 
(and thus end up being labeled as ‘bad’ students). In 
this context, we may well be teaching young people to 
unconditionally obey adults, which certainly makes it 
very hard for them to discern times when they should 
challenge authority figures and intelligently disobey for 
their self-protection.

In contrast, with a classroom culture that is centered 
around building autonomy, through unconditional 
regard, genuine concern for students’ wellbeing 
(including the development of a positive self-concept) 
and learning, and positive language, students are more 
likely to draw from their intrinsic motivation and 
to learn at a deeper and more conceptual level. An 
autonomy-supportive teacher will provide feedback in a 
different way than a controlling teacher. So, how might 
we deliberately make the shift towards autonomy-
supportive practices as we provide feedback? 
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Making the shift to autonomy-supportive 
feedback
Cognitive Evaluation Theory (CET) is a sub-theory 
of the Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 
1985) that is concerned with the factors that lead 
people towards a certain quality of motivation 
(more extrinsic and controlling, or more intrinsic and 
autonomous). CET posits that we either frustrate or 
satisfy people’s autonomy, and these conditions are 
certainly influenceable by how we optimize the learning 
environment. Costa & Garmston (2015) further support 
this idea with their division between feedback that is 
‘evaluative’ and feedback that is ‘supportive of thinking’, 
capturing the essence of autonomy-supportive feedback 
through cognitive coaching. They insist on mediating 
thinking by letting the receivers make their own 
judgment, inferences, and interpretations as a result of 
receiving data-driven feedback or reflective questions 
from a coach. If we embrace the role of a cognitive 
coach in the classroom by putting more emphasis on 
‘letting learn’ than on teaching, we combine the right 
ingredients for generating a learning-centered classroom 
with curious and active learners. 

Consider the following feedback statements, and 

whether you would consider each 
of them controlling or autonomy-
supportive:
• You supported your argument 
with 3 examples.
• I expected better from you.
• You did it! How does it feel?
•  You see what went well and what 
didn’t. What might you do next?

• If you were the assessor, what 
would you like to see in this 
portfolio?
• You did it, just like I asked.
• You are so smart!
•  (Teacher, in front of the class): 

Marina, I like the way you are 
quietly sitting.

Controlling feedback relies on 
external regulation which is often 
experienced as a pressure toward 
performing (outcome-oriented), 
while autonomy-supportive 
feedback relies on internal 
regulation and is experienced 
as competence-enhancing and 
process-oriented. When one 
judges students’ character/
personal attributes, shares a biased 
evaluation (forcing the feedback 
giver’s preferences, opinions, 
or interpretations), uses an 
authoritarian attitude or language, 
or simply spoon-feeds the students 
by telling them where they are 
and what they should do (without 
considering the student’s self-
assessment), the feedback falls into 

the controlling category with the locus of control in the 
hand of the feedback-giver. In contrast, one is autonomy-
supportive when sharing benevolent and constructive 
feedback that focuses on the task criteria, reflecting the 
data in a neutral way, or inquiring to cause the learner to 
think about how to make sense of the data and what to 
change or do next.

Following this reasoning, the statements 
above might have categorized as follows

Controlling Autonomy-supportive

•  I expected better 
from you.

•  You did it, just like I 
asked.

•  You are so smart! 
(Teacher, in front of 
the class): Marina, I 
like the way you are 
quietly sitting.

•  You supported your 
argument with 3 examples.

•  You did it! How does it 
feel?

•  You see what went well 
and what didn’t. What 
might you do next?

•  If you were the assessor, 
what would you like to see 
in this portfolio?

Autonomy-supportive feedback is a student-
centered and compassionate teaching style. 
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Supporting students’ autonomy comes from 
the heart
When we draw from our learners’ internal 
resourcefulness, we shift the responsibility for the 
learning to them and allow them to develop meta-
cognition and self-regulation, which are necessary 
not only for them to learn here and now but also for 
them to build the skills they will continue to draw 
from throughout their lives. In other words, autonomy-
supportive feedback is a form of self-feedback. It comes 
in the form of data and questions that prompt the 
receiver to reflect and decide how to respond, like a 
magic mirror that lets you see what you couldn’t before. 
Some of the ways to provide this type of feedback are 
to engage in coaching to listen and inquire, leading to 
increased self-direction in learners.

Autonomy-supportive feedback is a student-centered 
and compassionate teaching style. It is not only beneficial 
to learners, who experience greater wellness but also to 
the teacher, who feels connected to students, developing 
strong relationships with them through unconditional 
regard, warmth, and real concern for these young souls. 
Therefore, autonomy-supportive feedback will occur 
when the teacher is concerned with the satisfaction of 
students’ basic psychological needs. One cannot fake it, 
as it comes from the heart, from an authentic desire to 
take the students’ perspective. Despite possible defiance 
and negative behaviors that one might observe, an 
autonomy-supportive teacher sees below the surface 

of the visible events and is able to regulate their own 
emotions by going inward, accessing core beliefs, and 
supporting all learners’ development. Autonomy-
supportive teachers are invitational educators in all 
aspects of their work within the school community 
(Purkey & Novak, 1996). They use an interpersonal 
tone, show patience, put themselves in others’ shoes, 
acknowledge negative feelings, provide choices that 
connect to students’ interests, share tasks’ rationale, and 
communicate positively (Reeve & Cheon, 2021; Ryan 
and Deci, 2006). They resist the egocentric pressures 
of being the most popular teacher, having the best 
students’ grades, or having students follow instructions 
to the letter, and rather pride themselves on the 
satisfaction of seeing all students progress in their 
learning, despite the challenges, letting students fail and 
learn from their experiments and, in doing so, fostering 
the emergence of a flourishing ecosystem where it feels 
good to be and to grow. ◆


