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Guidelines for Providing Meaningful Feedback 

Introduction 
An educator’s primary responsibility is the learning of his or her students. Engaging in a process 

of continual growth and improvement of practice is a professional obligation to ensure the continued 

growth and improvement of student learning. The accurate assessment of educator performance is 

integral to any process of improving practice. 

 The state of Missouri has a long history of implementing various processes designed to improve 

the practice of teachers and leaders. In 1983, the Missouri legislature adopted statute 168.128 RSMo 

directing the board of education of each school district to cause a comprehensive performance-based 

evaluation for each teacher employed by the district and the Department to provide suggested 

procedures for such an evaluation. This led to the creation of performance-based evaluation models for 

educators at all levels and marked the beginning of an intentional effort to link together the evaluation 

and the development of an educator’s practice.  

More recently, on June 29, 2012 the U.S. Department of Education approved Missouri’s 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) waiver giving the state flexibility with respect to No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB) requirements. Missouri’s ESEA flexibility request addressed three principles:  

(1) college and career ready expectations for all students; (2) state developed differentiated recognition, 

accountability and support; and (3) structures for the support of effective instruction and leadership. In 

addressing the support of effective instruction and leadership, Missouri used current research to 

identify seven principles of effective evaluation.  The research was in response to articles such as The 

Widget Effect (NTP, 2009) which challenged the effectiveness of current processes used to evaluate 

educators. It called for developing and implementing an evaluation system that not only accurately and 

reliably rates an educator’s performance but also promotes growth and improvement in practice. 

Missouri’s seven Essential Principles of Effective Evaluation which summarize this research include: 

http://moga.mo.gov/statutes/c100-199/1680000128.htm�
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• Making determinations about an  educator’s 

performance using research-based expectations and 

targets 

• Using differentiated, developmental and discrete 

levels of performance 

• Including a process to offer intensive support 

guiding the development of the novice educator during 

the probationary period 

• Using measures of growth in student learning as a significant contributing factor when 

determining an educator’s effectiveness 

• Developing and using strategies for providing  regular and meaningful feedback 

• Providing initial and periodic training for evaluators as well as those being evaluated 

• Ensuring the use of evaluation results to guide employment policies and decisions 

As articulated in Missouri’s Waiver Request 

and approved by the U.S. Department of Education, 

the local educator evaluation process for all 

district/LEAs will be guided by the research that 

supports these seven Essential Principles of Effective 

Evaluation by the 2014 – 2015 school year.            

Three of the seven principles primarily 

address the structure of an effective evaluation process while the other four principles address 

implementation of effective educator evaluation.   

Structure 

Use of 
Evaluation 

Results 

Clear 
Expectations 

Differentiated 
Performance 

Levels 
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The principles of structure in an effective evaluation system are: (1) clear, research-based 

expectations, (2) differentiated performance levels, and (3) the use of evaluation results for the 

development of policies and to inform 

employment decisions.  

The other four principles reflect research 

about how an effective process is implemented. 

The principles of process are (1) support for 

novice educators during the probationary 

period, (2) measures of growth in student 

learning are incorporated into the evaluation of educators, (3) the inclusion of regular and meaningful 

feedback to all educators, and (4) systematic training of those doing the evaluation as well as those 

being evaluated.   

Purpose 
A group of stakeholders from Missouri’s professional organizations were organized into focus 

groups to provide clarification and identify areas of technical assistance for the four principles of 

process. Pilot districts across the state provided feedback to these focus groups as these guidelines were 

developed.  

This guide is designed to assist Missouri LEAs in determining their approach to implementing 

one of the four principles of process: providing meaningful feedback as a critical part of the educator 

evaluation process. Specifically, this guide will help districts/LEAs with the implementation of this 

principle of process based on the following critical components:  

• Is delivered effectively and is meaningful to the improvement of practice 

• Focuses on the impact of professional practice to increase student learning 

• Is offered at least once annually to everyone, either formally, informally or both 

Process 
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Student 
Measures 
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• Occurs in close proximity to the data gathering event (i.e. an observation and data 

collection on performance) 

• Occurs within the context of a professional, collaborative culture 

This guide will not answer every question or address every issue, but it will provide LEAs with a 

starting point. As districts/LEAs work to incorporate the research represented by the seven Essential 

Principles of Effective Evaluation and in particular how to provide meaningful feedback, a great deal of 

collective learning will occur. This ongoing learning and development will be used as a means of 

providing ongoing updates and revisions to these guidelines as Missouri approaches its full 

implementation year in 2014 – 2015.  

A full scale pilot project of 

Missouri’s model Educator Evaluation 

System was conducted in the 2012 – 2013 

school year. More than 100 districts and 

several charter schools participated. These 

districts included both the largest and 

smallest school communities, and a broad 

representation of urban, suburban and 

rural districts. They represented low and 

high concentrations of minority students, 

free and reduced-lunch students, and low 

and high achieving students. These pilot 

districts represent 20,872 or just over 30%, 

of the state’s teachers. These teachers are 

responsible for educating 236,842 or nearly 
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27% of Missouri’s students. These pilot districts provided input and feedback on the content of these 

guidelines in addition to piloting the overall process in the state’s model Educator Evaluation System. 

Recommendations from Missouri Districts 
Practitioners from Missouri districts agree with the concept of providing meaningful feedback to 

educators as a necessary and vital component of improving professional practice and the state’s role in 

providing guidelines to assist districts in this effort. Specific comments about guidance in this area 

included: 

• Feedback must be relevant to areas of significant practice 

• It is difficult to give more than binary feedback (yes or no) on non-classroom observable 

criteria and this type of feedback has very limited application for improving practice  

• Student feedback is a valuable source of information for determining progress of 

improvement; parent feedback about the specific areas of focus for the school is helpful as 

well 

• Feedback should focus the conversations that are happening in the building, provide 

common vocabulary and enable principals to facilitate growth 

 

  

Key Ideas 

• A district’s local evaluation process must be structured and implemented based 
on the seven essential principles of effective evaluation by 2014 – 2015. 

• One of the essential principles maintains that providing regular, meaningful 
feedback is essential for promoting growth in practice.  

• Another of the essential principles summarizes the research for providing a 
comprehensive strategy for training evaluators.  

• This guide offers clarification and technical assistance for evaluator training and 
providing meaningful feedback.  
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Meaningful Feedback and Improvement  
 Improving an educator’s practice is the primary goal of an effective evaluation system and 

meaningful feedback is essential. Countless studies done in education as well as other industries have 

established that improvement relies significantly on receiving meaningful feedback. Of considerable 

more debate is not whether feedback can bring about improvement, but what makes it “meaningful”. 

As observed by researcher John Hattie, “there is as much ineffective feedback as effective feedback”. 

 In general, the point of feedback is to cause things to happen. While it is true that feedback 

causes things to happen, it is important to remember that some of those things are bad. Therefore, it is 

important to consider how to deliver feedback and what makes it meaningful.  Some general reminders 

about feedback include: 

• The purpose of feedback is to improve instruction, inform professional development needs and 

enhance individual professional growth plans 

• Keep the event (i.e. observation and gathering of data on performance) and the feedback tightly 

connected; it should occur as immediate as possible 

• Although documentation is important, feedback is not about forms; it’s a conversation about 

the data/evidence presented 

• Feedback is actionable information that motivates; it leads to something next 

• Delivery of feedback is as important as content; it determines the degree of change 

• Feedback should be given in digestible doses; It’s ineffective to drink from a fireman’s hose 

• Feedback is a two-way street: the evaluate should have an opportunity to respond to his/her 

evaluator, while being able to share perceived strengths/weaknesses 

The process of providing and receiving feedback is a professional dialogue addressing the 

complex practice of teaching. It includes deep reflection and data-driven conversation with a focus on 

improving practice to better meet student needs.  
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The Delivery of Meaningful Feedback  
Research specifically identifies certain strategies for delivering feedback that makes it 

meaningful and increases its effectiveness. Feedback provided as soon as possible after the event is 

more effective than delayed feedback. Some suggest that if it does not occur as soon as possible, that it 

should be within 24 hours. This ensures that the particular characteristics of the event are as memorable 

as possible to both the one providing the feedback and the one receiving it.  

In addition, effective feedback can include both positive information and information that 

challenges and motivates the recipient. Positive feedback is best delivered in the second person and 

therefore more personalized. However, it is not an “atta-boy” moment. Rather, objective feedback 

provided would cite specific data that is observed as having positive results and perhaps tied back to 

some type of instructional framework or performance rubric. Conversely, a person is more receptive to 

feedback that challenges when given in the first or third person or as a question resulting in a delivery 

that is more depersonalized. Again, this is not a “shame on you” moment. Rather, the feedback provided 

cites data that is observed as not having positive results.   

To avoid the distraction associated with “coming to the office” or the public aspect of “in the 

hallway”, the effective delivery of feedback happens on the recipient’s or neutral turn, that is, in their 

classroom or office. This allows for an element of personal control for the recipient. In summary, when 

thinking about how to effectively deliver feedback, keep these considerations in mind:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ESSENTIAL PRINCIPLES OF EFFECTIVE EVALUATION PAGE 11 

 
Summary of Effectively Giving Feedback 

Strategy Recommendation and/or Example 

Feedback Without Delay When scheduling, include the date/time of both the observation itself and when 
you’ll provide feedback to ensure they occur as close together as possible 

Focus on the data Use data/evidence when discussing performance (positive or challenging) 
“Several students really seemed to  understand after you provided an example” 

Use 1st person: Positive   
Use 3rd person: Challenges  

Use different types of language when providing feedback that supports or affirms 
and feedback that challenges and motivates:  
“I liked the flow of your English lesson, although I wondered if the students were 
clear on how to transition out of English and into Science. Once underway, I thought 
you pointed out the essential learning for the lesson very effectively” 

Second Person Positive Personalize positive feedback to the recipient:                                                               
“YOU were successful in motivating your class to learn the content in today’s lesson” 

Depersonalize Difficult 
Conversations 

Depersonalize challenging feedback to increase receptivity: 
“You clearly communicated the intent of the lesson at the beginning but  then half-
way through I noticed confused looks on the faces of some of our students” 

On their turf 
Meet in their classroom or in their office when students are not present to reduce 
defensiveness and distractions; this also ensures that your feedback will be 
provided face-to-face and allows for some recipient control 

 

Making Feedback Meaningful 
 Teaching is a complex process. At any given time, multiple interactions are occurring 

simultaneously each representing multiple opportunities for feedback. To avoid a “shallow analysis” of 

teaching, it is important to remember that the most meaningful feedback is focused. Researchers 

recommend concentrating on only one skill or one goal at a time as a way to ensure that the feedback 

provided is very direct and focused.   

It is not only important to use strategies that ensure an effective delivery of feedback, but to 

also ensure that the feedback that is given is meaningful to the recipient.  Feedback that is meaningful 

and therefore relevant to the recipient is provided in a timely manner or closely connected to the event, 

relates to specific recipient behaviors, and is conveyed using language that the recipient understands. 

The extent to which feedback is meaningful is directly related to the amount of concrete 

information contained in the content. Accurate, specific, and irrefutable data creates greater clarity by 
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offering incontrovertible evidence of behavior. This allows for a clear perspective on current behavior 

and the opportunity of a model for appropriate future behavior.   

The nature of the language used in meaningful feedback is important as well. Feedback that 

uses evaluative language, or language that makes a value judgment, is less meaningful and effective. For 

example, saying “I really liked the way you brought Timothy into the discussion” is an example of 

evaluative language and while it might sound nicer, it is ultimately less meaningful for the recipient. 

Rather, saying “I noticed your use of prompts and questions drew Timothy into the discussion” provides a 

specific description which can be replicated in the future to achieve equally positive results.   

Additionally, feedback that sounds like advice is less meaningful as well. For example, “I would 

use current newspapers to supplement your political science lesson more often; I think your students 

liked it” is less meaningful than “Your students were very engaged when reviewing current stories from 

the newspaper to add to their presentation on the legislation process”. Not only does this inadvertently 

convey the message that the person providing feedback is smarter than the recipient, but it also sounds 

very directive and really leaves the recipient only two choices: take the advice or don’t take it.  

 Meaningful feedback motivates the recipient into action. Descriptive language is most effective 

for motivating action as it reduces defensiveness and offers the greatest clarity on behavior. It serves 

the purpose of clearly describing a concept or event. For example, “you clearly explained the essential 

learning outcomes for the lesson while referencing where you had written these on the board for the 

students” offers far more description than saying “you did a good job of introducing your lesson”. It 

provides motivation for the recipient to repeat this action.  

Ideally, the language used in meaningful feedback is based on data that creates cognitive 

dissonance. That is, it should make “salient the discrepancies between one’s self-perception and one’s 

ideals and create a psychological climate that prepares people for change”.   It is most effective when 

the gap of the discrepancy is moderate, motivating change that is realistic and yet provides stretch.  
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The source of meaningful feedback does not necessarily need to come solely from the evaluator. 

The most meaningful feedback is bidirectional meaning the recipient is an active participant in the 

process. In other words, it reflects a professional conversation about performance meaning the recipient 

responds to the evaluator who responds to the recipient who responds to the evaluator, and so on. This 

serves to prompt reflection, response and interaction on the part of the recipient. This results in 

feedback that is far more meaningful because of the recipient’s engaged participation and mutual 

ownership. This professional dialogue can also result in unanticipated solutions. These solutions often 

include creative thinking about meeting the unique challenges of improving student learning by 

empowering and enabling teachers to try new and creative solutions. The role of the evaluator is to 

support and encourage these new ideas strategies that are focused on meeting the unique learning 

needs of their students.  
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In summary, when thinking about how to make feedback meaningful, it is important to keep 

these considerations in mind:  

 
Summary of Meaningful Feedback 

 
Strategy Recommendation and/or Example 

Content of Feedback 
Data is accurate, specific and irrefutable: 
“I noted three students who did not respond to your directions when you began the 
learning activity.” “Why do you think this occurred?” 

Focus of Feedback 

Focus specifically on one particular skill or goal: 
Skill: “You demonstrated wait time effectively as you prompted your students to 
brainstorm possible solutions to the problem” 
Goal: “Students actively responded to the discussion you had on the plot of the 
story”. “Did you feel like all of the students responded or only a few?” 

Use Descriptive Language 

Avoid evaluative language that provides a value judgment: 
“Your lesson seemed  a bit boring since your students were not engaged” 
Avoid giving advice and calling it feedback: 
“I think you should use some essential questions when setting up your lesson 
activity to ensure students are clear on the important concepts” 
Descriptive language creates clarity: 
“You gave a slight nod and a smile when you received the response that seemed to 
most accurately address your question” 

Cognitive Dissonance 

Create a moderate gap between the actual behavior and the desired behavior to 
motivate change that is realistic and yet represents a stretch 
“I hear you saying you want all of your students to improve. What do you think 
would be a fair starting point for your students in order to score higher on the next 
quiz?” 

Reflection, Response and 
Interaction  

Encourage reflection and response through prompts: 
“So how do you feel about the response of your students in their presentations?” 
Encourage making the process a dialogue: 
“What might be some ways you can offer a little more encouragement to the four 
students in your red group?” “What professional learning / training do you feel 
would benefit you performance as an educator based on these results and 
conversation?” 

 

The Role of Peers in the Feedback and Evaluation Process 
  In addressing the fact that most teachers do not receive enough meaningful feedback to 

positively impact an improvement in practice, many states, districts and schools across the country are 

looking more closely at the potential of peer performance review and feedback. Peer reviewers are 

people who do similar work and are of similar competence, in this case, teachers.  Information about 
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this practice is offered here for consideration. A district/LEA’s or school’s particular context will dictate 

how possible peer review and feedback is as an option.  

Receiving feedback from peers can be an additional source of professional learning for teachers. 

Peer review and feedback not only has the potential to reduce some of the demands on the limited time 

of the administrator, but might also result in greater feedback on subject-matter expertise. In this way, 

teachers can receive feedback from other teachers who are instructing on similar content. This is 

particularly helpful in small districts. This is also addressed in the Guidelines on the Probationary Period 

of the Novice Educator. 

It is important to note the difference between a peer who reviews performance and offers 

feedback to one involved in the evaluation process.  Involving peers in the evaluation process may 

emphasize the teacher’s perspective and enable teachers to assume greater control of the quality of 

their own profession. However, even if peer generated data is used in the evaluation process, it is 

particularly important to note that any determinations made about a teacher’s performance resides in 

the hands of the administrator.  While the use of peer review and feedback may offer benefits to the 

evaluation process, there are cautions to consider as well. This is addressed in greater detail in the 

Guidelines for Evaluator Training.  

 It is important to determine who will be a peer reviewer with the responsibility of providing 

feedback to other colleagues. This requires consideration about what types of peer reviewers are most 

compatible with the district. In order to ensure a peer reviewer’s credibility, those selected should 

themselves be genuinely considered a high quality teacher. A district must offer specific guidelines to 

clearly articulate the particular responsibilities the peer will assume. The target of the observation and 

the nature of the feedback they provide should be directly linked to teacher standards. Being a master 

teacher does not guarantee an accurate observation of performance or a skill set for providing 

meaningful feedback. Providing feedback to adults who are your colleagues as opposed to students is a 
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very different skill set. Peers should participate in district designed training specific to these new 

responsibilities and receive ongoing administrative support.  

 Some districts/LEAs actively promote collegial feedback that involves all teachers on staff. This is 

typically non-evaluative feedback, focused only on developing and improving practice. Districts/LEAs 

that have used this process have created a culture of feedback where every teacher from the most 

experienced to the novice is observed and observes, both receives and offers feedback, and engages in 

professional conversations with colleagues about the improvement of practice. In addition to instilling a 

message that everyone can improve, the process also promotes personal reflection. In professional 

conversations, teachers invite one another to think about ways they could achieve better results with 

their students.  

Including the Student’s Perspective 
  The Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) project, in its final report released in January 2013, 

emphasized the benefits of balanced measures. The report found that a balance of evidence “maintains 

considerable predictive power, increases reliability, and potentially avoids the unintended negative 

consequences from assigning too-heavy of weights to a single measure”. Regarding a balance of 

evidence, MET included information about an educator’s performance from the student’s perspective. It 

is important to note, this does not require a student to be an expert about teaching. Rather, it calls on 

the student to be knowledgeable about what they experience first-hand: learning. The MET project 

found that “when asked the right questions, in the right ways, students can be an important source of 

information on the quality of teaching and the learning environment in individual classrooms”. For 

example, students are asked if their teacher knows if something is bothering them (Care); if their 

classmates behave the way the teacher wants them to (Control); or whether students learn to correct 

their mistakes (Challenge).  

Surveys and focus groups are possible ways of collecting student input about the learning 

experience and are a great source of feedback in addition to being good integrity checks to the other 
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data being collected as part of the evaluation process. The MET project studied the Tripod survey, 

developed by Ronald Ferguson, a researcher at Harvard. This survey has been used in thousands of 

classrooms as a research and professional development tool and been refined over 11 years of 

administration. The MET project identified four requirements when using student surveys as a part of 

the evaluation process: 

1. Measure what matters by focusing on what teachers do and on the learning environment 

they create 

2. Ensure accuracy by stressing honesty and clear understanding by students of the survey 

items 

3. Ensure reliability by requiring an adequate sampling and an adequate number of items 

without being overwhelming 

4. Support improvement by ensuring teachers receive results in a timely manner, understand 

what they mean, and have access to professional development resources to help target 

improvement 

It is possible to use a less formal process for gathering data about student perceptions of the 

learning experience. This can simply involve asking students questions as a part of the classroom 

observation experience. Possible questions might include:  

• What are you working on today? 

• Why is this important to learn? 

• Are you being challenged with the work/lesson? 

• What will you do with what you have learned?  

• When and how might you use it? 

Regardless of whether a formal or informal process is used, the MET project summary report 

maintains that using a balance of evidence is important. This evidence would include observation data, 
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student performance data and the student perspective data as a reliable way to determine an 

educator’s performance and provide the most meaningful feedback for improvement.  

 

  

Key Ideas 

• For improvement of practice to occur, educators must receive meaningful 
feedback on a regular basis, focusing on the data and evidence collected 

• For feedback to be meaningful, it must be delivered effectively, timely and 
contain actionable, relevant information. 

• Self-reflection is an important source of feedback. 
• In addition to receiving feedback from administrators, peers may be an 

appropriate source of feedback as well. 
• Including data about the learning experience from the student’s perspective 

provides additional important information. 
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