
Chapter 8
Functions and Success Conditions
of Student Feedback in the Development
of Teaching and Teachers

Benedikt Wisniewski and Klaus Zierer

Abstract The term “student feedback” is often used synonymously with evaluation,
assessment, or ratings of teaching, but can be conceptually delimitated from these
concepts, distinguishing formative and summative aspects. Obtaining feedback is
a core component of teachers’ professional development. It is the basis for critical
self-reflection, a prerequisite of reducing discrepancies between one’s performance
and set goals, a tool to identify blind spots, and a means of correcting false self-
assessments. Student feedbackopens upopportunities for teachers to improveon their
teaching by comparing students’ perspectives on instructional quality to their own
perspectives. Feedback can also help teachers to implement democratic principles,
and experience self-efficacy. Conditions are discussed that need to be fulfilled for
student feedback to be successful.

Keywords Student feedback · Professional development · Democratization ·
Teacher satisfaction

1 Introduction

Student feedback is a fundamental part of professional teaching practice. In contrast
to forms of organizational assessment such as teacher evaluations, which always
serve an allocation or selection purpose (e.g. promotion, access to functional posi-
tions), feedback has the aim of personal professional development. This develop-
ment requires a critical reflection that compares one’s own experiences with external
information, and students can provide this information in a reliable and valid way.

Among wide media interest, two attempts (in 2017 and 2019) were made in
Germany and Austria to create online platforms that allowed students to rate their
teachers publicly. These platforms (spickmich.de and lernsieg.de) both claimed to
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provide feedback for teachers in order to improve teaching. By means of categories
such as “professional competence”, “motivation”, “popularity”, “clothing”, “fair
examinations”, or “physical appearance”, teachers could be evaluated anonymously
with grades. After a certain number of ratings per teacher, the results were then made
publicly accessible. Due to several complaints by rated teachers and by teachers’
unions, both platforms were turned off.

What both platforms had in common were partly irrelevant evaluation criteria
(e.g., clothing), evaluation criteria that included areas which could not be (suffi-
ciently) assessed by students (e.g., professional competence), and—as the most
critical aspect—a publication of the results.

Starting with these two negative examples, we will show how the functions of
student feedback can be defined in a professional context: After a conceptual delim-
itation, we will point out why feedback is important for the professional develop-
ment of teachers in general. After that, we will discuss three basic functions of
student feedback: the development of teaching, the democratization of schools, and
the improvement of teachers’ satisfaction and health. In the last step, we will—in
brief—propose success conditions of student feedback.

2 Feedback, Evaluation, Assessment,
and Rating—A Conceptual Delimitation

Because grading plays a central role in most school systems around the world
and teachers usually provide feedback in the form of grades, student feedback is
often equated with grading teachers (Elstad et al., 2017). The terms “student feed-
back”, “student assessments”, “student ratings”, and “student evaluations” are used
many times in a more or less synonymous way. It is assumed that students grade
their teachers—similar to how teachers grade their students. Feedback is consid-
ered primarily a summative form of evaluation, rather than a formative form of
providing information for professional development. Consequently, parallels are
drawn between student feedback in school and student evaluations of teaching at
university, the latter of which are widely used for selecting and promoting academic
staff. The problems with evaluations of teaching in higher education have been
discussed by Sproule (2000, 2002), who argues that the adoption of the “consumer”
model of education does not capture the pedagogical process in its entirety, over-
looking the students’ influence on this process, and that false consequences are drawn
from SETs. Research in the higher education context also shows no or only minimal
correlation between SET and learning outcomes (Uttl et al., 2017, seeChap. 15 of this
volume). Of course, findings like these could be used as arguments against student
feedback, but the conceptual blur resulting from different concepts requires a delim-
itation of what feedback means, what distinguishes it from evaluation, assessment,
and ratings (Table 1), and then to define what student feedback really means when
we talk about its functions.
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Table 1 Conceptual delimitation (Zierer & Wisniewski, 2018)

Feedback Data-based exchange of information between people aimed at development and
serving to adapt one’s own behavior in response to feedback from others.

Evaluation Investigation of whether and to what extent a behavior is suitable for achieving a
desired target state or fulfilling a purpose.

Assessment Verification of the extent to which a person’s behavior or qualities are consistent
with the evaluators’ standards, usually expressed in terms of statements such as
“good” or “bad”.

Rating Measures of personal characteristics, performance, and social behavior, usually
expressed in terms of predicates, e.g., in the form of grades.

A delimitation is of great importance for further discourse on this subject. Student
feedback in schools is not synonymous to student evaluations of teaching or student
ratings (concepts primarily used in higher education). Basically, and primarily, it
provides information for the teachers who obtain it in order to get an impression
of how their students experience their teaching. However, studies show that—just
like in the higher education context (Marsh & Dunkin, 1992)—student feedback in
schools is very often used for evaluation and assessment purposes rather than as an
opportunity for personal change (Elstad et al., 2017) and that instruments are used
which do not do justice to the actual purpose, for example by being inappropriate
for innovative forms of teaching (Kember et al., 2002). When feedback is used at
the end of a term, students believe that their feedback to teachers does not change
anything in the classroom (Chen & Hoshower, 2003; Spencer & Schmelkin, 2002).
When evaluation rather than professional development is emphasized, teachers see
student feedback as a controlling tool (Harvey, 2002; Newton, 2000). The formative
and summative components of feedback are not categorically incompatible, but an
over-emphasis of the summative components can undermine the use of feedback and
negatively affect school climate (Ford et al., 2018).

In the following, we will focus on functions of student feedback in schools
obtained by teachers in order to acquire information on how students perceive
teaching in a formative sense and neglect a more detailed discussion of summative
functions used by school administrations to select or promote teachers.

3 Why Student Feedback Is Important

The explanation and prediction of the feeling of professional success and professional
satisfaction of teachers are often attributed to largely unchangeable and unlearn-
able personality traits. This attribution is evident in both beginners and experienced
teachers (Bromme & Haag, 2004). If one holds the view that stable personality traits
are largely responsible for one’s professional success, feedback is mostly irrele-
vant. However, empirical research shows that the concept of “the born teacher” is
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outdated. It is not the unchangeable characteristics that primarily influence the quality
of teaching but rather professional skills and knowledge, motivation, self-regulation,
and attitudes (Zierer, 2015). All these are qualities to work on that require constant
reflection based on data.

Feedback contains an oral or written external perception after a data collection,
whereby these data can be in the micro range as sensory impressions or perceptions
of a counterpart (for example the perception of facial expressions and gestures),
and in the macro range of an observer in the form of multi-perspective data collec-
tion with differentiated methods and instruments, for example, feedback question-
naires (Buhren, 2015). Increasingly, teachers are confronted with the expectation of
being reflective practitioners (Schön, 1987) who can develop their professional skills
throughout their professional lives (Staub, 2001). There are numerous, partly very
different, definitions of professional development (Reh, 2004), but, despite differ-
ently substantiated theoretical concepts, a large consensus can be established that
reflexivity is a core area of professionalism (ibid.). A (self-)critical reflection that
uses both one’s own experience and external information forms the core of pedagog-
ical professionalism (Paseka et al., 2011). For this reason, obtaining feedback is a core
component of teachers’ professional development. As active directors of instruction,
they have a very high impact on their students’ achievement (Hattie, 2009). However,
not all teachers have the same influence. It is particularly high when they try to see
teaching through the eyes of their students, when they try to understand how their
teaching impacts the learners (ibid.).

According to control theory (Carver & Scheier, 1982), people constantly compare
their performance to a behavioral goal and, when they detect a discrepancy, attempt to
reduce this discrepancy. Feedback is a necessary prerequisite of professional reflec-
tion, increasing the awareness of behaviors and the impact of these behaviors. It
helps to question automatic processes, habits, and routines, providing opportunities
for behavioral change. Additionally, feedback influences motivational processes by
reducing negative emotions caused by an observed discrepancy between goals and
performance and fostering positive emotions by decreasing such a discrepancy (Deci
et al., 1999). Furthermore, performers do better on tasks for which higher quality
feedback is available (Northcraft et al., 2011).

When teachers state that they do not need feedback because they know best how
effective their teaching is, it must be noted that the self-assessment of one’s own
competences is often wrong. This can generally be proven for different tasks and
requirements (Kruger & Dunning, 1999). In the worst case, the consequence is that
students become bored in class, learn less than they could, and the teacher still
assumes that he or she is offering the best possible instruction. Feedback serves to
prevent such misjudgments by providing information that is only accessible through
an external perspective (Wisniewski & Zierer, 2019).

Feedback is an essential prerequisite for goal-oriented and self-reflective
processes because teachers, like any other professional group, have so-called “blind
spots” in their professional practice, as described in the model of the Johari window



8 Functions and Success Conditions of Student … 5

public
information available to me and 

others

blind spot
information available to others,  

not available to me

secret
information available to me,  not 

available to others

unknown
information not available to me 

and others

access to 
information

Fig. 1 Johari window for corporate settings (Luft & Ingham, 1955)

(Luft & Ingham, 1955, see Fig. 1), a model developed for corporate settings. Like
in any other professional context, there is certain relevant information for teachers
that is not accessible to a person him or herself but only accessible to others. The
relevance of blind spots can range fromminor to major—from the frequent repetition
of a certain filler word and unfavorable non-verbal signals to the fact that a teacher
explains content too quickly or too incomprehensibly (Wisniewski & Zierer, 2019).
The only way to gain access to such blind spots is feedback.

A classic blind spot of teachers is, for example, their estimation of their own
speaking time in class. Thus, Helmke and colleagues (2008) were able to show
that teachers’ estimation of their speaking time during a lesson differs considerably
from the time objectively measured. In short: Teachers talk way more than they
think they do (Fig. 2). The example shows that there are highly relevant character-
istics of teaching that are not accessible through pure self-reflection but need to be
communicated from an external perspective.

In this sense, feedback offers the opportunity to reveal blind spots by comparing
perspectives. Blind spots can refer to critical aspects of behavior (like in the presented
example), but also to strengths and resources that a teacher does not perceive from
his or her own perspective. Student feedback can provide teachers with information
on both, unknown strengths and unknown weaknesses.
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Fig. 2 Speaking time by teachers in the classroom—estimation and actual measurement (Helmke
et al., 2008, p. 139)

4 Developing Teaching and Teachers with Student
Feedback

4.1 Development of Teaching

What teachers actually do in their classrooms is one of the strongest predictors
of students’ learning outcomes (Hattie, 2009; Helmke, 2017; Seidel & Shavelson,
2007). Consequently, it is crucial to pinpoint what works in the classroom. Student
feedback is supposed to help teachers improve the quality of teaching (Ditton &
Arnoldt, 2004; Gärtner, 2007, 2013; Helmke, 2017) by providing diagnostic infor-
mation on teaching characteristics that determine if students feel sufficiently chal-
lenged, engaged, and comfortable asking for help, telling teachers where they need
to focus so that their current students benefit, suggest students’ misunderstandings,
and diagnose teachers’ specific attempts at clarification (Gates Foundation, 2012).

Theoretically, improvements of teaching quality by student feedback can be
explained in three ways: Firstly, feedback helps teachers to gain information about
relevant lesson characteristics that are not accessible through pure self-reflection.
Procedures that question learners consciously and directly about the core components
of teaching provide opportunities for developing instructional quality. Kunter and
Voss (2013) distinguish surface structures (characteristics that are directly observ-
able, e.g., social forms, forms of teaching, methods, media use) from deep struc-
tures of teaching (characteristics that become visible through the interpretation of
the teaching-learning process, and classroom interaction). Effectiveness of teaching
depends largely on the latter (Hattie, 2009) and student feedback is a relatively reli-
able and valid information source on deep structures (Wisniewski et al., 2020a; see
Chap. 7 of Göllner et al. in this volume). They can reveal if one teaching method
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produces better learning results than another, if assignments were clear and produced
the intended effect, if students felt comfortable and challenged, if content was prop-
erly consolidated, if learning time was used efficiently, if students were able to work
without disturbance, if the feedback which students got from the teacher was helpful,
and so on. Teachers get an impression which of these aspects were seen critical, but
also which of them were perceived favorably by students. It is becoming apparent
that positive feedback leads to a further strengthening of the methods that have been
successfully used in class, and effects can be seen in the tendency to make teaching
more transparent and to regularly reflect on the lessons with the pupils (Gärtner,
2013). Ideally, comparing the student perspective to the teacher perspective and
subsequent discussion leads to conclusions on how to optimize teaching (Desimone,
2009). This allows a shift of focus from surface structures of teaching and formal
specifications (Have all curriculumgoals been achieved?) to actual learning processes
that have (or have not) happened in the classroom and helps to answer the question
why this was the case.

There can be an action-guiding function of feedback: People, in general, act
differently, when they expect feedback (Carver& Scheier, 1990). Feedback increases
general self-awareness, and—consecutively—increases an individual’s capability to
inhibit behaviors that are undesired or dysfunctional (Alberts et al., 2011). When
teachers know that they will get feedback based on certain criteria, they are likely
to pay particular attention to these criteria (a reason why valid criteria for student
feedback are crucial, see Chap. 4 of this volume). Assessing expectancies before
getting feedback can already cause behavioral change. For example, a teacher who
expects to get feedback about clarity will most probably be more aware of this aspect
and putmore emphasis on clarifying thanwithout the expectancy. Similarly, a teacher
who expects feedback on classroommanagementwill monitor student behaviormore
carefully than without the expectancy.

Thirdly, feedback can help to implement innovations in teaching. Professional
development aims to achieve change with regard to teachers’ attitudes, beliefs,
and perceptions that will result in improved student achievement or other desired
outcomes. It has been shown by research that changing teachers’ attitudes, beliefs,
or perceptions requires the experience of successful implementation (Guskey, 2002).
Thus, student feedback is one key element in the implementation process, being able
to demonstrate that an innovation works (or doesn’t work). Student feedback was
found to increase implementation of innovations (Mortenson & Witt, 1998; Noell
et al., 2002), providing information on whether innovations have a positive effect.

4.2 Democratization of Schools

The development of teaching is often focused on effectiveness, aiming at an increase
in student achievement. Student feedback can contribute to the development of
teaching in an additional way by promoting democratic attitudes. Feedback between
the participants of school life is a basic condition for participation and therefore the
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experience of democratic structures. While professional feedback from teachers to
students is the basis for an appreciative climate and successful teacher–student rela-
tionships, student feedback is the basic form of freedom of expression with regard
to successful learning conditions and the prerequisite for a dialogue about teaching
and learning (Wisniewski et al., 2019).

School has an indirect or latent influence on the political socialization of pupils
in the sense of the social-cognitive learning theory. A prerequisite for successful
interaction is the granting of mutual recognition and appreciation, not as a sufficient,
but at least as a necessary condition for a democratic form of school life. “When
developing a political standpoint, young people apparently pay less attention to bold
confessions and teachings than to the nuances both in interpersonal relationships and
in the context of educational institutions” (Kleeberg-Niepage, 2012, p. 13, translated).
The participation of young people in discussions and co-determination processes in
educational institutions plays an important role (see Chap. 13 of this volume).

Student feedback contains several components of a basic understanding of democ-
racy: Students are given the opportunity to express their opinions in a differentiated
way. They have to think about how different criteria for the quality of teaching are to
be assessed in each individual case instead of assessing teaching in general as “great”
or “bad”. They realize that their own opinion is not to be seen as absolute, but that
there are different perspectives on a subject. They learn to engage in a dialogue with
their teachers on how changes can lead to better conditions for all those involved and
thus influence an area relevant to them—nothing other than social participation in the
school system. And finally, feedback offers the opportunity for mutual appreciation
between teachers and learners.

4.3 Improving Teachers’ Satisfaction and Health

Student feedback can help to improve teaching, but an additional—and often over-
looked—potential benefit it provides is teachers’ development of a professional expe-
rience that is more satisfactory, and—as a consequence—healthier. Although, this
may seem contra-intuitional because feedback can (and often does) include criticism,
research suggests a cautious assumption of such positive effects.

Teachers’ satisfaction is a key affective reaction to working conditions and an
important predictor of teacher attrition (Ford et al., 2018). It is related to their expec-
tations of self-efficacy, in other words the belief that they can produce desirable
changes in student achievement (Ford et al., 2018; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2007;Wang
et al., 2015), which in turn is enhanced by feedback. Teachers with low self-efficacy
expectations do not believe that they can successfully provide instruction that will
increase student performance (Finnegan, 2013), whereas teachers who experience
that their use of feedback leads to positive changes in their practice have higher
satisfaction than those who don’t (Ford et al., 2018). When teachers are given areas
to improve or reflect on, their perception of the effectiveness is higher than when
only praise is given (Milanowski & Heneman, 2001).
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Enns and colleagues (2002) have been able to demonstrate that teachers who seek
regular feedback in their professional practice

• have the feeling of being encouraged as teachers,
• gain in perceived safety,
• put their own weaknesses into perspective,
• establish working partnerships,
• establish a research-oriented attitude in the classroom,
• develop openness and sensitivity,
• increase their job satisfaction,
• reduce stress factors,
• experience self-efficacy, and
• benefit from recognition.

In this sense, feedback does not—as one might expect—demotivate teachers by
criticism, but, contrary to this, support and encourage them. Feedback even has
this motivating effect, regardless of whether it is positive or negative (Pritchard
et al., 2002). Further, it leads to a more realistic self-assessment (Mayo et al., 2012),
promotes a solution-oriented approach to problems (Enns et al., 2002), and increases
the experience of self-efficacy. Considering this, the reflection on lessons with the
help of external data can be one of the most important resources for satisfactory
professional practice.

Finally, job satisfaction has an effect on teachers’ health. Symptoms of burnout
(emotional exhaustion and depersonalization) are negatively related to teacher self-
efficacy (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2007) and teachers with a high sense of efficacy
seem to employ a pattern of strategies that minimized negative emotions (Finnegan,
2013). It is at least plausible that an increase in the above-mentioned areas will in
turn have a positive effect on the quality of teaching. Reciprocally, students give
more positive feedback to teachers who—in the sense of a low psychosocial risk for
stress symptoms—show a favorable combination of work commitment, resilience
and emotions, a high degree of resistance to professional problems, and a higher
level of positive emotions (Klusmann et al., 2006). Consequently, student feedback
can make a significant contribution not only to job satisfaction, but to the health of
teachers.

5 Success Conditions of Student Feedback

We have tried to show in this chapter that student feedback has a number of important
functions for the development of teaching and teachers. However, there are several
success conditions that are a prerequisite for student for feedback to be able to really
fulfill these functions. Therefore, we propose the following four criteria:

1. The aim of student feedback needs to be transparent to all participants.
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Formative student feedbackwith the purpose of personal developmentmust be clearly
separated from any forms of summative evaluations, assessments, or ratings that are
used for administrative decisions. Transparency is also needed with regard to the
availability of feedback results: the obtaining teacher should be able to decide who
has access to these results.

2. Student feedback needs to be informative.

Feedback is most useful when it contains a high amount of information (Hattie &
Timperley, 2007; Wisniewski et al., 2020b). Consequently, student feedback should
provide information that allows the teacher to gain detailed insight into strengths and
weaknesses of her or his teaching, pointing at opportunities to make suitable changes
and reinforcing functional behavior.

3. Student feedback needs to be based on sound criteria.

In many schools, ad hoc instruments that are mainly based on everyday assumptions
and not on sound theory are used to obtain student feedback (Ory & Ryan, 2001).
This brings the disadvantage that criteria are highly subjective and arbitrary. Useful
student feedback is based on criteria whose importance is supported by empirical
evidence andwhich cover deep structures of teaching (with positive effects on student
learning).

4. Teachers need support when dealing with student feedback.

The most crucial step in the process of using student feedback is not obtaining
information but dealing with the information. Penny and Coe (2004) have shown the
importance of supporting teachers when dealing with feedback information. High
impact was found when teachers had various support systems at hand, including
counseling and coaching.

6 Conclusion

The various functions of student feedback suggest that it is a self-evident part
of teachers’ professional development, providing valuable information with no or
low cost. It is therefore rather astonishing, that it is still not a matter of course in
schools. Student feedback helps to get into conversation about teaching and learning.
Sometimes this is the beginning of a real feedback culture.
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