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Background and Rationale 
In Initial Teacher Education (ITE), lesson observations followed by feedback are a core component of trainee development. These conversations offer a crucial opportunity for mentors to guide student teachers in enhancing their pedagogical knowledge, classroom management, and reflective practice. However, post-observation feedback often carries significant emotional weight for the mentee and can be a source of tension, particularly when linked to assessment outcomes (Sambell and Brown, 2021). While intended to be developmental, feedback can sometimes feel judgmental or overly critical, leading to defensiveness, reduced confidence, or disengagement from the process.
In my role as a network lead within a primary school, I support up to 30 student teachers throughout an academic year on behalf of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD). This involves collaborating with mentors across several partner schools to deliver consistent, high-quality feedback following lesson observations. Through this work, I have observed firsthand the variation in feedback practices and the emotional responses they can provoke. Some mentors excel at providing clear, balanced, and constructive feedback that helps student teachers reflect and build confidence. Others, however, may find it more challenging to manage the emotional aspects of these conversations, particularly when they are linked to formal assessment or high-pressure situations. Harrison (2017) found that even when observing the same lesson, mentors offered very different types of feedback in terms of tone, focus, and clarity, demonstrating the significant variation that can occur without a shared structure. 
Sayeski and Paulsen (2012) also found that student teachers responded better to mentors who combined emotional support with specific, helpful suggestions. Conversely, feedback that was overly formal or vague often left trainees feeling unsure or disheartened. Bjorndall (2020) explains that some mentors attempt to soften criticism by using face-saving language, but this can sometimes make feedback feel unclear or overly optimistic, thereby missing the opportunity for meaningful improvement. When feedback isn’t emotionally aware or well-structured, it can create confusion or anxiety, primarily when it affects placement outcomes. This highlights the need for better tools and support for mentors, enabling them to strike the right balance between being supportive and honest in these critical conversations.
Although feedback is well established in educational research, much of the focus remains on its content or its impact on pupil learning. Less attention has been given to the relational and emotional dimensions of feedback, particularly between mentor and mentee in the context of ITE. This study will aim to investigate whether a structured feedback framework can support both parties by providing clarity, reducing emotional tension, and enhancing the overall quality of post-observation dialogue.
The relevance of teacher retention heightens the significance of this study. A significant proportion of early-career teachers leave the profession within five years (Department for Education, 2023), and the quality of mentoring is consistently identified as a key factor in improving the trainee experience and retention. Post-observation feedback can be an exposing experience for student teachers, as it directly involves scrutiny of their teaching practice and emerging professional identity. When feedback is unclear, overly critical, or poorly timed, it can hinder professional growth and increase anxiety. In contrast, feedback that is emotionally attuned, well-structured, and delivered promptly has the potential to boost confidence, motivation, and engagement (Rowe, 2017).
One factor contributing to tension in feedback is the mentor’s dual role as both assessor and supporter. This duality can cause confusion for student teachers regarding the true purpose of the feedback they receive—whether it aims to foster their growth or to evaluate their competence (Clarke et al., 2014). Formal lesson observations often reinforce this power dynamic, making it difficult to sustain a balanced and open dialogue. In these high-stakes contexts, feedback may be seen as a performance review rather than a developmental discussion, especially if the student teacher feels scrutinised or emotionally unprepared to participate. 
Without a shared structure to guide post-observation discussions, feedback can become inconsistent and emotionally charged, heavily influenced by the mentor’s communication style, confidence, or interpretation of their role. This variation can lead to a perceived lack of fairness or support among mentees (Lofthouse and Thomas, 2017). Additionally, mentors themselves may feel unprepared to navigate the emotional complexity of these conversations, especially when critical feedback is necessary. In the absence of a framework, the emotional tone of the feedback session is often left to chance, which can undermine the trust essential for constructive dialogue. Structured frameworks, particularly those based on dialogic and emotionally intelligent models, provide a way to reduce ambiguity, balance the mentor’s dual responsibilities, and establish a safer space for genuine professional learning.
This study will investigate whether using a structured framework in post-observation feedback can help address these challenges. Drawing on both professional experience and emerging research, it aims to explore whether such a tool can support more emotionally safe, consistent, and constructive conversations between mentors and student teachers during ITE placements. The findings could have valuable implications for mentor training and programme design, contributing to the development of more supportive practices within ITE.

Literature Review
Feedback in Initial Teacher Education
Feedback is widely regarded as a cornerstone of effective teaching and learning, both for pupils and for teachers in training. Hattie and Timperley (2007) conceptualise feedback as information that helps the learner understand where they are in relation to a goal and how to get there. Within ITE, feedback serves a dual purpose: it supports the professional development of the trainee and informs summative assessments of their teaching practice (Hudson, 2013).
Despite its importance, research suggests that student teachers often find feedback confusing, contradictory, or overly focused on technical aspects of teaching rather than professional reflection (Bjorndal, 2020). Carless and Boud (2018) argue that effective feedback should be dialogic rather than monologic, constructed through mutual exchange rather than delivered from mentor to mentee. However, this is not always the case in lesson observations, which are often time-limited and emotionally heightened.
Brandt (2008) highlights the importance of integrating feedback with structured reflection in teacher preparation programmes. She argues that feedback alone is insufficient for development unless it is embedded within a reflective process that encourages student teachers to analyse, question, and internalise the messages conveyed. Her work supports the idea that mentors should not only provide feedback but also facilitate space for mentees to process and respond reflectively, particularly following lesson observations, when emotions may be heightened and receptiveness reduced.
The literature emphasises the need for more organisation and clear objectives in feedback discussions, especially when they are connected to assessment. Without a shared framework or approach, feedback might be misunderstood or dismissed, limiting its potential for growth.
Emotional Dimensions and Power Dynamics in Feedback
The emotional impact of feedback is a recurring theme in the literature. Rowe (2017) emphasises that feedback is not a neutral act but one that carries significant emotional weight, particularly in hierarchical relationships such as those between mentor and mentee. Emotional responses such as anxiety, frustration, or shame can interfere with a mentee’s ability to process and apply feedback effectively.
Power dynamics also shape mentoring relationships. While mentors are expected to support and guide, they are also tasked with making judgments about the mentee’s performance. Clarke et al. (2014) describe this tension as a "professional paradox", where the mentor must balance care with critique, often without formal training in how to do so effectively. When feedback is delivered without consideration for the emotional state or perceived power imbalance, it may be dismissed or internalised in damaging ways.
Scott’s (2017) framework of Radical Candor offers a valuable model for navigating these dynamics. The framework encourages individuals to “care personally” while also “challenge directly,” proposing that feedback is most effective when delivered with both clarity and compassion. Applying this model to educational mentoring could help mentors strike a balance between the need for honest critique and emotional sensitivity.
The Role of Frameworks in Supporting Feedback Conversations
Feedback frameworks have been used in various professional settings to improve the structure and clarity of feedback conversations. Models such as the "feedback sandwich" or Pendleton’s rules offer basic scaffolds for delivering praise, identifying areas for improvement, and setting future goals. However, these models have been criticised for being overly formulaic and lacking depth (Archer, 2010).
More recent research has advocated for dialogic frameworks that support co-construction of meaning, such as the Ask–Tell–Ask model (Carless and Winstone, 2020), where feedback is delivered in response to the recipient’s reflections. These approaches promote active participation, mutual respect, and shared responsibility for development. While such frameworks have gained traction in fields like medicine and coaching, they are less commonly applied in ITE contexts.
There is limited empirical research on how structured frameworks might help alleviate emotional tension in feedback after lesson observations. Yet the logic is interesting, as it provides both mentor and mentee with a shared structure, clarifying expectations and reducing emotional reactions, making feedback more constructive and actionable.
Lesson observations are a central yet often stressful element of initial teacher training. Feedback delivered in these contexts can significantly influence a student teacher’s confidence, identity, and ongoing development. However, tensions often arise due to unclear structure, emotional responses, and perceived power imbalances.
This study aims to explore whether using a structured feedback framework can help alleviate these tensions, providing a more emotionally supportive and pedagogically practical experience for both mentors and mentees. The findings may offer useful implications for mentor training, ITE programme design, and broader discussions on how to support those entering the teaching profession.

Research question
This study aims to explore how emotional tension during post-lesson observation feedback in ITE can be reduced using a structured framework. Feedback is widely acknowledged as a vital component of teacher development, particularly during ITE, where lesson observations are used to assess progress and support reflective practice. However, feedback given in the context of formal observations often carries emotional weight, with student teachers reporting feelings of anxiety, stress, or vulnerability. This tension can limit the effectiveness of the feedback, particularly when the mentee becomes defensive or disengaged as a result.
In my professional role as a network lead, I have observed considerable variation in how mentors deliver feedback. In some cases, feedback is calm, structured, and reflective, but in others, it is rushed, emotionally charged, or unclear. These inconsistencies suggest a need for a shared framework that can support both the mentor and mentee in approaching feedback in a more constructive and emotionally safe way. This research aims to investigate whether a structured framework can alleviate some of the tension that often arises during these feedback conversations and improve the overall quality of the exchange.
The overarching research question that will guide this study is: 
How can the use of a structured framework alleviate emotional tension during feedback following lesson observations in Initial Teacher Education? 
This will be explored through three key objectives. Firstly, the study will investigate how student teachers experience feedback following lesson observations, with a particular focus on the emotional responses it may provoke. Secondly, the research will explore how mentors perceive and manage tension during post-observation feedback, including any challenges they face in balancing their dual roles as assessors and supporters. Finally, the study will evaluate the potential benefits of using a structured framework to guide the feedback process, examining whether this approach can improve clarity, emotional safety, and the overall tone of the feedback conversation.
These questions are worthy of exploration because emotional safety is often overlooked in feedback discussions, despite its significant impact on learning and development. Much of the existing literature focuses on the content of feedback or its implications for teaching practice; however, less attention is given to the interpersonal and emotional dynamics at play during feedback conversations, especially in high-stakes settings such as lesson observations. By investigating how a feedback framework might reduce anxiety and promote a more balanced dialogue, this study has the potential to inform best practice in ITE, enhance mentor training, and contribute to the creation of more supportive, consistent, and effective feedback experiences for student teachers. In doing so, it may also support wider efforts to improve teacher confidence, professional identity, and long-term retention in the profession.

Research Methodology
This section describes the research paradigm, theoretical framework, research design, data collection and analysis methods, ethical considerations, and limitations. The study examines whether employing a structured feedback framework can alleviate emotional tension during post-observation discussions in Initial Teacher Education (ITE). Due to the interpersonal and emotional aspects of feedback within mentoring relationships, a qualitative approach is chosen to thoroughly explore participants' lived experiences and perceptions.
Research Paradigm and Theoretical Framework
This study adopts a constructivist paradigm, which assumes that individuals create meaning through social interactions and context. Knowledge, in this view, is not passively received but actively developed through dialogue, relationships, and reflection. In ITE, feedback plays a vital role in shaping a student teacher’s professional identity. This paradigm therefore aligns with the study’s aim to explore the emotional and relational aspects of feedback, rather than to measure effects or establish causal links.
The constructivist approach aligns with dialogic feedback theory as described by Carless and Boud (2018), which reframes feedback as a collaborative, two-way process rooted in trust and mutual understanding. Dialogic feedback moves away from traditional top-down models and encourages open, responsive communication where the learner has agency. In the context of ITE, where developing confidence and identity is crucial, this approach recognises that how feedback is delivered and received is as important as the content itself.
To further support the analysis of emotional and relational dynamics, the study also draws on Kim Scott’s (2017) Radical Candor model. This model promotes a dual focus on “caring personally” and “challenging directly,” which can often be in tension during feedback conversations. Radical Candor encourages mentors to provide honest, constructive feedback while showing empathy and support—an approach that aligns closely with the emotional demands of mentoring in high-stakes settings such as lesson observations. Together, these theories provide a lens for understanding how structured and relational approaches to feedback may influence the emotional experiences of both mentor and mentee.
Research Design
The research design is mainly exploratory, aimed at investigating whether a structured feedback framework can influence the emotional tone and perceived quality of post-observation dialogue in ITE. The study also includes descriptive and explanatory elements, seeking to offer insights into current feedback practices and to examine whether introducing specific tools or interventions could help address emotional or relational issues.
A qualitative case study approach (Stake, 1995) has been chosen, permitting detailed investigation within a defined system. Case study research is especially suitable for practitioner inquiry in education, where the aim is to explore lived experiences in real-world settings and develop context-rich understanding (Yin, 2018). This study concentrates on a small group of participants from a single ITE partnership, allowing close engagement with the practice environment while upholding analytical rigour.
As the researcher currently serves as a network lead within the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) ITE partnership, the study naturally takes place within this environment. While this grants access to relevant participants and contextual knowledge, it also necessitates careful reflection on ethical concerns related to role duality and potential power imbalances.
Sampling and Participants
A purposive sampling strategy will be employed to recruit a small number of participants—around six to eight individuals, including three or four mentors and three or four student teachers. All participants will have recent experience of receiving or providing feedback after formal lesson observations.
Participants will be selected from various schools within the UWTSD ITE partnership to gather a range of experiences while keeping within the boundaries of the case study. Efforts will be made to choose participants from settings where the researcher does not have a direct supervisory role, to minimise the risk of bias or perceived pressure to take part.
This sample size permits a meaningful comparison of experiences while still allowing for in-depth analysis. Although the findings will not be generalizable, they will offer detailed insights into the emotional and relational aspects of feedback within this specific context.

Data Collection Methods
Semi-structured interviews will be the main method of data collection. This approach balances consistency among participants with the flexibility to explore individual experiences in detail. Interviews will enable participants to discuss their emotional reactions to feedback, perceptions of power relations, and willingness to use structured frameworks. They also offer an opportunity to capture subtle relational dynamics and emotional nuances that might not be visible through more rigid instruments.
Each interview will last between 30–45 minutes and will be audio-recorded with informed consent. Recordings will be transcribed and anonymised for analysis. Interview questions will focus on experiences of giving or receiving feedback, emotional reactions to feedback, perceived challenges in mentor–mentee communication, and views on introducing a shared feedback structure.
Participants will also be shown an example feedback framework, adapted from existing models such as Ask–Tell–Ask and Radical Candor. They will be invited to reflect on how such a framework might influence the emotional tone of feedback conversations, support consistency, or reduce anxiety. This interactive element supports the study’s aim to evaluate both current practice and potential future developments.
Semi-structured interviews are particularly useful for emotionally sensitive topics, allowing participants to articulate their thoughts in their own words and enabling the interviewer to explore deeper into meaningful areas (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Gill et al., 2008).
Data Analysis
Data will be analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006), which is well-suited for identifying patterns of meaning within qualitative data. An inductive approach will be employed initially to allow themes to emerge directly from the data, rather than being imposed by pre-existing categories. These emerging themes will then be refined through comparison across cases, focusing on emotional responses, feedback practices, and perceptions of the proposed framework.
Special attention will be given to how participants describe the mentor–mentee relationship, their sense of emotional safety, and the role of structure or its absence in shaping the quality of feedback. Thematic analysis enables the exploration of both shared themes and individual differences, providing a detailed understanding of how feedback is experienced and what might support improvement.
Ethical Considerations
Given the interpersonal and potentially sensitive nature of the study, ethical considerations are central to its design. The research will follow the guidelines set by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) and adhere to the UWTSD ethics approval process.
Informed consent will be obtained from all participants, who will receive a clear information sheet outlining the purpose of the study, how data will be used, and their right to withdraw at any time without consequence. Participation is voluntary, and participants will be reminded that their involvement (or decision not to participate) will not impact their professional relationships within the partnership.
Confidentiality and anonymity will be preserved throughout. Interviews will be conducted in a respectful and supportive manner, with participants free to pause, skip questions, or terminate the interview at any time. Audio recordings and transcripts will be securely stored in accordance with GDPR and deleted once the project concludes. All identifying information, including names of individuals and schools, will be removed from transcripts and final reports.
The researcher will take a reflexive approach, acknowledging their dual role as both practitioner and researcher. Steps will be taken to minimise power imbalances and ensure participants feel comfortable expressing honest views, including selecting participants from outside the researcher’s direct professional remit wherever possible.
Limitations
While the study provides rich, contextualised insight, there are some limitations to consider. The small sample size and case study approach restrict the generalizability of the findings. The data will reflect the culture and practices of the UWTSD ITE partnership and may not be relevant to other ITE settings.
The researcher’s insider status may also pose challenges. Although it provides valuable contextual understanding, it could introduce bias in data interpretation or affect participants’ willingness to speak openly. This risk will be managed through reflexivity, careful participant selection, and transparent reporting of methods.
Another limitation involves participant recall, especially regarding emotional responses. Emotions might be remembered selectively or be affected by time. To address this, interview questions will be carefully crafted to encourage reflection and elicit specific examples. Subjectivity will be recognised as a valid and significant part of the meaning-making process, rather than a flaw to be removed.






Plan of Work and Time Schedule
This study will follow a structured and realistic timeline that allows for evident progress across each stage of the research process. The work will be divided into manageable phases from initial planning through to data collection, analysis, and writing.
August – December 2025
· Finalise research proposal and submit ethics application to the university ethics committee.
· Begin drafting interview questions and framework sample for participant review.
· Contact potential participants (mentors and student teachers) within the UWTSD ITE partnership to gain early expressions of interest and secure access.
· Receive ethical approval and send formal participant information sheets and consent forms.
· Finalise sample group (approximately 6–8 participants) using purposive sampling.
· Pilot interview questions and make minor adjustments based on feedback.
· Begin data collection through semi-structured interviews, allowing 3–4 weeks to accommodate school schedules.
· Transcribe each interview shortly after completion to support ongoing analysis.
January – March 2026
· Continue and complete interviews if they have not already been finalised.
· Begin coding transcripts using thematic analysis to identify emerging themes aligned with the research objectives.
· Maintain a reflective research journal throughout this period to support reflexivity and track interpretations.
· Complete full data analysis.
· Begin drafting findings and discussion chapters.
April – August 2026
· Write and refine the introduction, methodology, and literature review chapters.
· Integrate feedback from supervisor on early drafts.
· Proofread and format the final dissertation for submission.
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