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c H a P t E r  1 

A Developmental 
Approach to Feedback

Alone we can do so little; together we can do so much.

—HElEn KEllEr

Feedback is more important in education today than ever before. As high-
stakes decisions in schools and districts increasingly rely on performance 
evaluations and other standardized measures of success, educators across 
the system—principals, assistant principals, coaches, teachers, district lead-
ers, and more—are being asked to help other adults improve their practice 
through feedback. Indeed, there is a growing sense that feedback can and 
should be a powerful tool for educational change. When done well, for in-
stance, feedback can directly inform and support improved instruction and 
instructional leadership. It can also help educators across roles more effec-
tively create and sustain cultures of learning in their schools, districts, and 
teams. Put most simply and profoundly, feedback can help all of us grow. 

Yet providing effective, meaningful, and actionable feedback can be 
challenging for teachers and leaders throughout the system. After all, doing 
so requires complex organizational, theoretical, pedagogical, and content-
area expertise, and—less frequently recognized but just as important—it 
requires the ability to deliver and relay feedback in ways others can actually 
hear and take in. 

Toward this end, this book introduces a new, developmental approach 
to feedback that we call feedback for growth. Drawing from and extending 
Robert Kegan’s constructive-developmental theory, which outlines the pro-
cess and trajectory of development in adulthood, our conceptualization of 
feedback for growth is grounded in the premise—borne out by research—
that adulthood is not a monolithic or static life stage.1 Adults are not “done” 
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learning and growing simply because they’ve reached an age of maturity. 
In fact, there is great developmental diversity in terms of how adults make 
sense of their work, lives, and relationships. We often describe these dif-
ferent orientations to thinking, perceiving, understanding, and being—or 
ways of knowing—as the lenses through which adults see and interpret 
their worlds. 

You will learn more about the different ways of knowing throughout 
this book, but for now it might be helpful to know that adults with dif-
ferent ways of knowing orient to and prioritize different things, such as 
meeting concrete needs, the expectations of valued others, or their own 
ideals and judgments. A developmental approach to feedback recognizes 
that adults with different ways of knowing will need different kinds of sup-
ports and challenges in order to fully hear, understand, and implement 
feedback as they grow and learn over time. Similarly, adults with different 
ways of knowing will have different styles of providing feedback—which 
may or may not dovetail with the developmental needs of the people on 
the receiving end.

To be most effective, then, feedback must take into account the differ-
ent developmental capacities of both feedback givers and receivers. It must 
help us to meet each other where we are developmentally, and to nurture a 
deeper awareness of how we and others are making sense of the exchange. 
Yet, despite the great promise of a developmental perspective for enhanc-
ing feedback and communication, these ideas—and their implications—
have been largely missing from the feedback literature. Accordingly, this 
book offers practical, developmental strategies for improving performance 
and building capacity in our schools and organizations through our feed-
back—and in our lives more generally. 

With this in mind, we call our approach feedback for growth because it 
explicitly recognizes the expansion of our own and others’ developmen-
tal capacities as central to the experience of good feedback. By “develop-
mental capacities” we are referring to the cognitive, affective (emotional), 
intrapersonal (self-to-self), and interpersonal (self-to-other) abilities that 
we bring to problems of practice, relationships with others, and the larger 
value propositions we generate and encounter every day. These capaci-
ties—which you might also think of as our stores of internal reserves and 
perspectives—likewise influence how we orient to feedback; the kinds of 
feedback we need to grow, learn, and improve in our work; and our abili-
ties to manage the mounting complexities of learning, teaching, leading, 
and living. Promisingly, when provided with the appropriate supports and 
challenges, we can continue to grow our developmental capacities over 
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time—regardless of our roles and hierarchical positions—in order to more 
effectively see into and manage the complex challenges associated with 
improving education. 

As we will share throughout this book, our conceptualization of feed-
back for growth stems from and expands our previous work about learning-
oriented leadership and leadership development, and offers a close-up look 
at feedback as an ongoing process that can both strengthen performance 
and build internal capacity.2 For example, and as we will continue to ex-
plore, a developmental approach to feedback can help you: 

•	 better meet adults “where they are” developmentally, so that commu-
nications can best be heard and understood;

•	 offer more constructive, helpful, and effective feedback during evalu-
ations and other meetings (both formal and informal) that attends to 
both performance and developmental capacity; 

•	 bolster collaboration so that it is even more meaningful and produc-
tive—and so that teachers and other educators can work together 
more effectively and constructively (e.g., in teams, in peer-to-peer 
observations, and in professional learning communities [PLCs]);

•	 understand how your own development influences your capacities to 
give and receive feedback; and

•	 grow through the processes of giving and receiving feedback to sup-
port internal capacity building and performance (these are intimately 
connected), both for yourself and others. 

Ultimately, by highlighting the ever-present but underrecognized de-
velopmental dimensions of feedback that operate just below the surface of 
almost any feedback exchange, this book expands the conversation about 
feedback and presents a promising roadmap for making feedback more 
meaningful, actionable, and growth-enhancing for all participants. 

NeW FeeDBaCK iMperatiVeS

In our work with educators and leaders of all kinds, we have experienced 
what feels like a universal urgency around feedback. More specifically, as 
mounting policy initiatives and practical imperatives push this vital aspect 
of leadership and collaboration front and center, principals, assistant prin-
cipals, district-level leaders, teacher leaders, coaches, mentors, university 
professors, and professional developers emphasize that they want and need 
to get better at this important work. 
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In particular, today’s policies around new teacher and principal evalu-
ations, the Common Core State Standards, Race to the Top funding, and 
other initiatives have heightened the exigencies of giving and receiving 
feedback for educators within schools and across the system to achieve in-
structional excellence.3 For example, between 2011 and 2013, almost ev-
ery state in the US ushered in dramatic changes to its teacher evaluation 
systems—and, in ways both big and small, collaboration continues to in-
fuse our educational milieu as part of the “New Normal” of contemporary 
life.4 Everywhere one looks, new feedback measures and approaches—such 
as 360-degree feedback, S.M.A.R.T. goals, mini-observations, the Daniel-
son framework, peer-to-peer feedback in teams and PLCs, instructional 
“rounds” and learning walks—all seek to improve student learning by fram-
ing, structuring, and delivering feedback to educators in strategic ways.5 
Within the realm of teacher education, too, administrators and evaluators 
have been found to use more kinds of feedback and outcome measures to 
assess program performance than leaders in any other profession.6 

Despite this proliferation of feedback (formative and summative, for-
mal and informal) throughout the education world, there remains a grow-
ing sense that we need to do something different in terms of feedback, not 
just something more. For one thing, the impact of the growing emphasis on 
professional feedback seems mixed at best.7 In a recent empirical analysis, 
for instance, Hallinger, Heck, and Murphy pointed out that “there is re-
markably little evidence that associates the new generation of teacher eval-
uation with capacity development of teachers or more consistent growth in 
the learning outcomes of teachers.”8 Importantly, this mixed bag of results 
extends beyond formal evaluation systems to include other forms of men-
toring and collaboration—as educators often report that they are thrust 
into collaborative scenarios with little support or training about how to 
best work together in these new and essential ways. 

Speaking to this point, research is beginning to suggest that educators 
in some contexts may be getting too much feedback, as it is not uncommon 
for teachers to receive different (and sometimes even conflicting) feedback 
from supervisors, mentors or coaches, colleagues, value-added measures, 
and other data streams (e.g., student and parent ratings, self-assessment 
tools).9 Practitioners, too, increasingly report that these mountains of feed-
back do not necessarily translate into improved performance, as it can be 
difficult to filter, make sense of, prioritize, or even understand the large 
amounts of feedback they encounter, let alone act upon it.10 

In other cases, a lack of quality feedback seems to be creating a differ-
ent kind of problem for educators hoping to grow themselves and others. 
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For example, not too long ago, a staggering 74 percent of teachers who par-
ticipated in a study of twelve large US districts reported that they received 
virtually no feedback or suggestions on their summative evaluations.11 
Likewise, research has documented the steadily disappointing dearth of 
feedback for teachers containing actionable specifics or meaningful oppor-
tunities for reflection and analysis.12 

While these different feedback challenges inarguably have multiple 
roots and causes, we find it significant that teachers and administrators—
like so many of us—describe a lingering uneasiness with feedback as an 
authentic process. Regularly, for instance, educators express that they find 
it difficult to make their feedback “stick” despite their best and most ear-
nest efforts.13 Some confide that they feel uncomfortable giving honest 
feedback to colleagues, as they worry it may damage relationships or cause 
tension. Others struggle to break the habit of giving feedback just as they 
themselves would like to receive it—even when their preferred feedback 
styles (e.g., very direct, crisp feedback, or feedback cushioned by positive af-
firmations) don’t always work for everyone in their care. Still other educa-
tors explain that they repeat their feedback messages over and over again, 
striving for consistency and fairness, but repeatedly run up against what 
feels like resistance and frustration on the part of colleagues. Despite these 
educators’ best and most thoughtful feedback efforts, they concede that 
things are not working as well as they’d like. Given the growing awareness 
that ineffective feedback can actually push employees to be less commit-
ted and/or more withholding of their best ideas, looking anew at feedback 
through a developmental lens can help all of us do and see feedback better 
as we strive to reach common educational goals.14

a DeVelopMeNtal perSpeCtiVe 

It is our contention that a developmental perspective can help shed light 
on the very important feedback challenges, patterns, and statistics just 
described. Time and again, when we work with educational leaders of all 
kinds, we notice that their questions and concerns about feedback have 
developmental dimensions. For example, leaders frequently report the fol-
lowing feedback challenges: 

•	 “It’s hard for me to care for both the emotional and intellectual as-
pects of feedback in the moment.”

•	 “Sometimes I don’t feel comfortable sharing my honest thoughts and 
feelings with my supervisees.”
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•	 “Giving unsolicited or informal feedback is really hard, especially 
when I’m not in a supervisory role.”

•	 “I find it challenging to refrain from criticizing or judging.”
•	 “I’m working to remain mindful of my own internal states and capaci-

ties during feedback exchanges.”
•	 “I want to get better at approaching conflict and difference as oppor-

tunities for growth, rather than moments to be avoided.” 
•	 “I want to learn more about how and why others interpret my feed-

back so differently.”
•	 “One big goal I have for improving my feedback is balancing supports 

with constructive challenges.”
•	 “I’m coming to see that my feedback style and preference may not suit 

everyone equally.”
•	 “It’s hard to simultaneously support and evaluate my colleagues’ 

practice.”
•	 “I’m never quite sure how best to follow up after giving feedback or 

receiving feedback.” 

As we will describe, these and other challenges related to giving and 
receiving feedback can actually be developmental in nature. By this we 
mean that these challenges can stem from a mismatch or misunderstand-
ing of the internal, developmental capacities of the feedback giver and/
or receiver. Accordingly, a deeper understanding of the developmental di-
mensions of feedback—and the qualitatively different ways of knowing in 
adulthood—can help us to effectively differentiate the kinds of supports 
and challenges we employ during feedback to best support the adults in 
our care. 

Importantly, though, “appropriate” supports and challenges will look 
and feel different to people with different ways of knowing. To further il-
lustrate this key point, it can be helpful to think of one’s way of knowing 
as the audio frequency with which one speaks or hears. Put another way, 
you could imagine the range of feedback an individual receives from oth-
ers as the different radio stations on an old-fashioned dial radio (remember 
those?). When not broadcast in ways “tuned into” the recipient’s devel-
opmental orientations, feedback might sound more like static—or those 
in-between channels that don’t quite come in clearly. On the other hand, 
when feedback is offered in ways that adults with different ways of know-
ing can actually hear and understand, it’s more like finding that magical 
place on the dial where, suddenly, the music comes in loud and clear. And, 
if you’re lucky, your favorite song is playing!
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Like one’s taste in music, ways of knowing can feel more like a mani-
festation of who one is than something one has. Yet, unlike our musical 
preferences, human development seems to follow a particular progres-
sion and order throughout the lifespan, with each way of knowing reflect-
ing an increased capacity to stand back and reflect on oneself and one’s 
work. While each way of knowing in adulthood has both strengths and 
limitations (and adults will move to and through these stages at different 
rates and trajectories), the transition to each new way of knowing reflects 
a significant expansion of a person’s internal, developmental capacities. 
Because the mounting challenges we face in education today call for in-
creases in these capacities over time, understanding the patterns of mean-
ing making in adulthood can inform how we support and challenge each 
other—so that we all have deeper wells of self and interconnection to draw 
from. The real hopefulness of this approach and this book, then, rests on 
the fact that adults can and, most often, want to grow and learn—both 
when giving and receiving feedback and in general. Supporting growth, 
development, or transformational learning (we use these terms inter-
changeably) is possible and necessary in our schools and districts. And 
employing feedback for growth is one very promising path toward this 
essential and hopeful outcome. 

iNtroDuCtory exaMple:  
leDa’S FeeDBaCK ChalleNge

To ground some of the developmental dimensions of giving and receiving 
feedback in a real-life example, next we share the story of Leda, a district-
level leader who bumped up against a very common feedback challenge 
in her important work supporting and coaching school principals. While 
the internal challenge Leda experienced resonates in profound ways with 
the stories and experiences of many of the principals, teacher leaders, and 
coaches with whom we’ve had the honor of working, her example also 
helps to highlight the key point that enacting a developmental approach 
to feedback involves looking inward—toward our own developmental ca-
pacities and preferences as feedback givers—just as much as looking out-
ward, toward recipients’. 

When Leda first assumed her position as a district-level coach, she con-
fided that she felt uneasy offering direct feedback to her principals. While 
she had a great deal of expertise and insight to share, she worried that be-
ing too direct might upset her new colleagues or otherwise damage her 
ability to be genuinely helpful and supportive. Because of her hesitancies, 
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however, Leda found herself holding back her best ideas and suggestions, 
and felt increasingly torn about her effectiveness. 

After a conversation with Leda, it became clear that her worries about 
giving feedback were influenced as much by her own internal sense mak-
ing—her underlying assumptions and constructions about feedback, author-
ity, and relationships—as they were by her experiences with the principals 
themselves. More specifically, Leda had not yet developed the internal ca-
pacity to step back from her relationships with the principals, as her sense 
of self and success were so closely bound up with their affirmations and 
approval. Accordingly, “conflict” with these valued others felt too threat-
ening and uncomfortable to her, and sharing her true thinking and feeling 
felt like too big of a risk. Yet, after several months of developmental coach-
ing, Leda gradually came to realize that sharing her honest thinking with 
the principals wouldn’t destroy her professional relationships. In fact, she 
realized, it could help her to push the work further! Learning and experi-
encing this—by “trying it on” in practice in safe ways over time—proved to 
be a great relief for Leda, and also a promising opening to her own growth 
and improved coaching and feedback giving. 

CapaCity VerSuS expertiSe

As evidenced in Leda’s example, leaders’ internal capacities to offer feed-
back can be just as important as the content of what they share and the 
nature of their expertise. For example, Leda often had the skills, knowl-
edge, and information needed to support principals to be more effective 
in their supervisory work with teachers, yet it was only after she developed 
her internal capacity to share what she was actually thinking (and to un-
derstand that the principals in her care were themselves ready for this kind 
of exchange) that she could most effectively help the principals improve 
their practice. In Leda’s example, just as in life, expertise and capacity both 
matter immensely when one is giving and receiving feedback—and they 
need to work in tandem in order to strengthen an organization’s or sys-
tem’s complex network of relationships and expertise. 

As an alternate example, a school principal could be an expert on lit-
eracy initiatives, interpreting achievement data, or mathematics pedagogy, 
but if the principal did not have the capacity to communicate ideas and 
suggestions in ways others could understand and ultimately implement 
to improve practice, the students, staff, and school community would not 
benefit from this expertise. Likewise, if a teacher leader felt comfortable 
sharing best practices with only a few teachers, many colleagues would 
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miss the opportunity to grow and learn from this leader’s most effective 
work. Ultimately, then, while we need to understand key content and skills 
in order to guide another’s improvement and practice (i.e., we need a good 
handle on the what of feedback), we must simultaneously build capacity 
around how we give feedback in order to harness and maximize educators’ 
diverse gifts across the system. 

Let’s dive a bit deeper into this distinction between expertise and ca-
pacity, as it can shed light on two different but equally important kinds of 
learning needed to grow and improve our feedback. As we have discussed, 
expertise is a fundamental part of good and effective feedback. As leaders 
and feedback givers, we must keep abreast of the most recent and relevant 
content in order to be of best help. This is what we refer to as informa-
tional learning—and it is related to increasing our funds of knowledge and 
skills.15 Put another way, informational learning is learning that relates to 
leveling up the knowledge, content, skills, and information we have—or 
what we know—and this is vital to being able to offer feedback that can 
help improve practice. While this type of learning is necessary in order to 
bring about changes in adults’ skills, knowledge bases, attitudes, and com-
petencies (e.g., employing higher-order questioning techniques, develop-
ing assessment rubrics that align with the Common Core State Standards, 
interpreting value-added scores or student data reports, or even learning 
the fundamentals of adult developmental theory), knowing more may not 
be enough if it is not coupled with an internal capacity for change. 

Just as we saw with Leda’s experience offering feedback to principals, 
sometimes what is most needed is an increase in our internal leadership 
capacities—or what we call transformational learning.16 This different kind 
of learning involves changes in how we make sense of and interpret our 
experiences (including the ability to give or receive feedback), and is char-
acterized by increases in our cognitive, affective, interpersonal, and/or in-
trapersonal capacities. 

When transformational learning or growth occurs, there is a qualita-
tive change in the structure of a person’s way of knowing, not just what 
he or she knows. Psychologically speaking, this person has grown a larger 
and more complex self. Such growth enables adults to take a bigger and 
broader perspective on themselves, others, and the relationship between 
the two. Importantly, the more perspective we can take on ourselves (i.e., 
the deeper we can see into and understand our thinking, feeling, being, 
and acting), the more perspective we can take on others and our relation-
ships with them. Related to this, the more perspective we can take on our-
selves in relationship to and with others, the better able we are to manage 
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the enormous challenges and opportunities of teaching, learning, leading, 
and exchanging feedback in today’s world.

aDaptiVe VerSuS teChNiCal ChalleNgeS 

Related to the important distinction between informational and trans-
formational learning, Harvard psychiatrist and leadership development 
scholar Ronald Heifetz, who has devoted many years of his professional 
career to increasing capacity in organizations and societies, makes a valu-
able and powerful distinction between what he refers to as “technical” and 
“adaptive” challenges.17 In fact, he and his colleague Martin Linsky main-
tain that leaders are increasingly encountering adaptive challenges in to-
day’s world.18

So what are technical and adaptive challenges? And what kind of 
learning—informational or transformational—can help us manage these 
and the many kinds of challenges mentioned previously (new teacher and 
principal evaluation systems, the rollout of the Common Core State Stan-
dards, new policy mandates, etc.)?

Technical challenges, Heifetz, Linsky, and Alexander Grashow explain, 
are challenges for which we can clearly identify both the problem and the 
solution.19 In these situations, even if we do not have the skills, knowledge 
base, expertise, tools, or training to address the challenge ourselves, we 
can discern what the problem is, and we can find someone—such as an 
expert or specialist (or even an Internet poster!)—who knows how to ad-
dress and fix it.

Undeniably, though, in today’s complex and ever-changing educa-
tional world, we are facing an increasing number of adaptive challenges, 
which Heifetz characterizes as murkier and harder to define. For these prob-
lems and situations, no one—not even an expert—has a ready-made solu-
tion. To meet these profound and complex challenges, he and colleagues 
maintain that new approaches, capacities, and tools are needed. We must, 
for instance, have the internal capacity to manage the enormous complex-
ity and ambiguity that are hallmarks of adaptive situations.20 In addition, 
we must be able to solve problems in the act of working on them.21 

It’s important to note that informational learning, as you might sus-
pect, can help us to manage the many important technical challenges we 
face in our work. It is also vital to understand that we need transforma-
tional learning (i.e., changes in how we know rather than what we know) 
to most effectively manage the mounting adaptive challenges in our cur-
rent educational context—as well as those on the horizon. Significantly, 
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research suggests that only 20–25 percent of us can spontaneously exercise 
the kinds of higher-order internal capacities needed for adaptive teaching, 
learning, collaborating, and leading today.22 As this startling statistic makes 
clear, supporting adult development in our schools and organizations can 
make a big difference—but we cannot do this work alone. We need each 
other’s help to grow and learn, and we need to support both informational 
and transformational learning through our feedback in order to develop 
the capacity to embrace and enact change.23 

a Note aBout CoNtext 

Of course, effective feedback (both in terms of content and a developmen-
tal approach) needs to take place in some context, so it is also important to 
consider the many organizational roles and structures that can influence 
a school’s larger culture of feedback—including hierarchical relationships 
as well as how and by whom feedback is used. In addition, the culture of 
power in schools and districts is important to consider, since we know that 
feedback can feel different when it is tied to different sources (e.g., author-
ity figures, policy makers, department chairs, leaders of PLCs, coaches, par-
ents, students, trusted colleagues, or newcomers to an organization). 

Likewise, we know that feedback can take place in many different 
ways—including formal observations and walkthroughs, informal encoun-
ters, private and public meetings, and various administrative routines. In 
all of these cases, the interpersonal and group dynamics can be multifac-
eted and multidirectional in terms of who is positioned as both the giver 
and receiver of feedback. A principal, for example, may give feedback to a 
large group, such as a department, or to a small group, such as a PLC. This 
sort of feedback is different from the intragroup feedback that occurs when 
members of a school improvement team or department are attempting to 
give feedback to each other. While all of these are important, we begin this 
book with the assertion that the relationship between two people is the most 
important starting place for considering feedback for growth. Toward this end, 
this book begins by illuminating the developmental underpinnings of self 
and other on an individual level, and then moves toward a more global ap-
proach for supporting larger groups and communities of adults. 

In the end, however, and regardless of one’s organizational or posi-
tional context, our construction of feedback for growth rests on the fun-
damental belief that growth is a worthy and noble aim of feedback—that 
it is indeed something worth giving and getting feedback “for.” We hope 
you find the ideas, processes, and strategies outlined in this book helpful 
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as we work to meet the pressing and unprecedented challenges at our 
door, and as we carve out—together—new possibilities for education and 
school improvement.

a BriNgiNg together oF VoiCeS:  
our FeeDBaCK CollaBoratioN

We want to emphasize right up front that we have seen a developmental 
approach to feedback work! I (Ellie) have had the honor of investing more 
than twenty years into teaching, researching, and consulting with thou-
sands of educational leaders around the globe about the promise and power 
of leadership that supports adult development. A big part of this work, as 
you might imagine, involves talking and listening. It involves sharing and 
taking in—in the most earnest ways possible—new ideas, perspectives, and 
points of view, and it involves learning with and from educators of all kinds 
and from all over the world, together. I couldn’t be more delighted to share 
the very best of what I’ve learned from my research and all of these trea-
sured explorations with educators here with you. I am truly honored.

For more than seven years, Jessica has accompanied me in this jour-
ney as a research collaborator, teaching fellow, coinstructor, and writing 
partner. In all of these different contexts, Jessica has been learning about, 
employing, and contributing to the kinds of developmental feedback dis-
cussed in this book, and it has been our great pleasure to combine our per-
spectives and expertise to bring this promising feedback approach to life on 
the page. 

Our hope, ultimately, is to raise up the power of developmentally ori-
ented feedback as a tool for helping people grow, and for building instruc-
tional and leadership capacity throughout schools and school systems. 
Accordingly, this book builds upon our research, practical experiences sup-
porting adult development, and key learnings from the feedback literature. 
And it adds another important layer: it offers educators of all kinds a new 
approach to improving and diversifying feedback (i.e., differentiating with 
developmental intentionality) so that others can better hear, take in, and 
grow from it. This is something that leaders yearn for—and something that 
we hope supports you, too, in your noble and important work. 

We also want to share that, while we present many examples and an-
ecdotes in this book, they draw from experiences and interactions that Jes-
sica and I have had both together and independently. In many instances, 
we combine real-life details from our teaching and practice with different 
educators into single, representative scenarios that illustrate a particular 
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aspect of feedback for growth, and we use pseudonyms or anonymously 
attributed quotations throughout to protect confidentiality, except when 
someone has asked us to use his or her name.

orgaNiZatioN oF thiS BooK

Put most simply, this book is designed to guide you through the theory 
and practice of exchanging feedback for growth. Each step of the way, we 
draw from on-the-ground examples from educators and leaders of all kinds 
(principals, assistant principals, teacher leaders, etc.) and describe practi-
cal, research-based strategies that you can use to deepen and enhance your 
practice of growth-oriented feedback. In addition, we include a series of 
reflective questions in each chapter to help scaffold your thinking and en-
hance your practice.

We begin this journey by exploring the wider feedback “landscape” 
and literature in chapter 2. More specifically, given the mounting pressures 
pushing feedback front and center in educational reform efforts today, 
chapter 2 highlights many important lessons researchers and practitioners 
have already taught us about effective, actionable feedback. In addition, it 
begins to preview how a working knowledge of adult developmental the-
ory can help complement, deepen, and extend this critical knowledge base and 
our practice of giving feedback for growth and improved performance. 

In chapters 3, 4, and 5, we introduce the foundational principles of 
Robert Kegan’s constructive-developmental theory, which sheds light on 
the qualitatively different ways adults make sense of their work and the 
exchange of feedback.24 In particular, these chapters focus on (1) the four 
ways of knowing (or developmental meaning-making systems) found in 
adulthood, and their connections to our capacities for offering and taking 
in feedback; (2) the importance of a safe and productive holding environ-
ment (i.e., the context or relationship in which growth occurs) when adults 
are exchanging feedback; and (3) the kinds of supports and challenges (or 
developmental stretching) that adults with different developmental orien-
tations will need in order to feel well held when engaging in any part of the 
feedback process. We pull these practical and theoretical threads forward 
and together throughout these chapters (and throughout the book more 
generally). More specifically, though, chapter 3 introduces key elements of 
this theoretical base; chapter 4 focuses on the ways our internal capacities 
will influence our propensities and preferences for taking in feedback; and 
chapter 5 focuses on how these same internal capacities inevitably connect 
with our abilities to offer feedback to others in our care. 
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In chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9, we look more closely at effective feedback 
approaches, strategies, and processes that can help you meet adults where 
they are developmentally—before, during, and after feedback. In chapter 6, 
for instance, we focus on the importance of nurturing the preconditions of 
trust, safety, and respect before engaging in feedback, and we offer a series 
of suggestions for developing, modeling, and sustaining a genuine culture 
of feedback that can build capacity in your school, team, or organization.25 
In chapter 7, we highlight the important distinction between constructive 
and inquiry-oriented feedback, and describe how understanding—and be-
ing intentional about—the continuum of purposes underlying feedback 
can help us frame our messages in the most meaningful, growth-enhancing 
ways. In chapter 8, we share seven key strategies for offering effective, ac-
tionable, in-the-moment feedback that others can truly hear, learn from, 
and implement. Connected to this, we emphasize in chapter 9 the great 
importance of following up on feedback in developmentally appropri-
ate ways to support growth over time, and to help the adults in your care 
bridge feedback and action.

Next, in chapter 10, we stress the foundational importance of seeking 
out and receiving feedback as a leader (of any kind) in order to grow one’s 
practice and internal capacities. Coming full circle, we present powerful 
strategies that can help you ask for and learn from feedback of different 
kinds (e.g., formal, informal) and from different sources (e.g., supervisors, 
colleagues, supervisees, students, families, and other stakeholders). Seeking 
out feedback with an open heart and mind, we’ve found, is one of the most 
powerful ways to grow as a leader and human being. 

Finally, in the epilogue, we offer a few summative reflections about 
the power and promise of feedback for growth, and introduce a structured 
opportunity to synthesize and apply learnings from the book to your own 
practice. It is our hope that this and all that comes before (and after) sup-
ports you and your very important work.

BegiNNiNg our JourNey together

In the next chapter, we draw from our ongoing research and teaching with 
educators of all kinds, as well as from the literature about feedback in both 
the business and education sectors, to further unpack the possibilities and 
challenges of feedback for growth. In particular, we dive deeper into why 
a developmental approach to feedback is so important and needed at this 
very moment, and we highlight what researchers, theorists, and educators 
in the field say about feedback that works (and the challenges that can get 
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in the way). For each focus point, we consider how a developmental lens 
complements, deepens, and extends key learnings with another layer of under-
standing. More specifically, we offer insight about why, with all we already 
know about feedback, many still wonder, Why is feedback so hard—and how 
can I get better at it?

Very recently, for example, at the close of a semester-long developmen-
tal institute for leaders in New York City, Katie, a principal of a very large 
middle school, raised her hand to offer this reflection: 

Over the course of the semester, one of the most important things 
I realized—and my colleagues [fellow principals] here at my table 
agree—is that supporting adult growth needs to be an even bigger 
part of our work as leaders. But while it’s so important, it’s also so 
hard. We’ve been talking about how, before this institute, we just 
sort of expected the adults in our schools to know what to do for 
kids and how to do it, or at the very least we assumed they’d be 
ready to give and receive feedback with open hearts. Now, we see 
that, really, our work—and our challenge—is to help our teachers 
build capacity so they can build capacity in others. There’s nothing 
more important—or more adaptive—than that!

We share Katie’s courageous reflection here, as a next step into our 
learning journey, because it shines a bright light on the challenge and the 
opportunity of a developmental approach to feedback. It also accords with 
the sentiments and excitement leaders of all kinds express to us in work-
shops, university seminars, conferences, and other professional learning 
sessions that feature developmental ideas. In all of these contexts, educa-
tors emphasize and agree that we must exchange feedback that is meaning-
ful, timely, and developmentally oriented if we want to effect the greatest 
change in our schools. 

Now, more than ever, we need each other to learn, and we need each 
other to grow. Supporting one another as best as we possibly can is the prom-
ise—and the hope—of feedback for growth. 

Chapter SuMMary aND CoNCluSioN

In this chapter, we introduced a new, developmental approach to feedback 
that we call feedback for growth. Given the increasing importance of feed-
back in education—and the mounting number of adaptive challenges on 
our doorstep and on the horizon—feedback for growth offers educators 
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and leaders of all kinds a timely, promising approach for building capacity 
in individuals and organizations. This chapter also included an overview of 
the book’s organization, and a few orienting examples to help illuminate 
the important connections between feedback and our internal capacities.

As we will explore in chapter 2, a developmental lens also sheds new 
light on the feedback challenges and strategies currently documented in 
the wider literature. Specifically, we describe how our developmental ap-
proach extends and enhances key learnings from the business and educa-
tion sectors, and can help all of us give and receive feedback that others can 
even more effectively hear, take in, and act upon. 

Reflective Questions

Please take a moment to consider the following questions, which can be 
used for private reflection and/or group conversation. You may find it use-
ful to reflect in writing independently first and then to engage in discus-
sion with a colleague or team. These questions are intended to help you 
and your colleagues consider the ideas discussed in this introductory chap-
ter and how they might inform your practice of giving feedback.

✦✦ What are two of the more important technical and adaptive chal-
lenges you encounter in your work? 

✦✦ What kinds of informational and transformational learning opportu-
nities do you have to help you with meeting the different kinds of 
challenges you listed in response to the first question? What addi-
tional kinds of opportunities might assist you in managing the com-
plex challenges you encounter?

✦✦ After reading this chapter, what are two or three insights, learnings, or 
connections that stand out for you about the process of giving and re-
ceiving feedback?


