Providing Effective Feedback to Students - Briefing Note
Feedback involves letting a person know how well they are doing in relation to a given goal.   It will respond to what they have done (feedback) but also indicate what they might do in the future (feedforward). Marks and grades provide some form of feedback but students need more than this.  

How and why we give feedback relates closely to how we conceive of the learning process.  If we embrace the transmission model of learning which sees information as something which passes untransformed from teacher to student then feedback is simple – we simply tell the students whether they have ‘got it’ or not.  However, most academics will tend more towards the constructivist model, which sees the learner constructing and shaping meaning, incorporating new information and stimuli in ways which make sense to him/her.  For this model feedback needs to be more like a series of dialogues: between teacher and student, student and student, and the student with her/himself.  That may sound like a lot of feedback, but the helpful thing from the time management point of view is that feedback can be designed into modules in such a  way that it is a natural part of the learning, rather than another job you have to do for every student.

Good feedback will help students to:

· Reflect on how they are doing AND where they are going in relation to course goals

· Clearly define/set out what good performance is (criteria and expected standards)

· Obtain useful (high quality) information about their learning (no matter how bad the piece of work) 

· Identify and close gaps or weaknesses in learning

· Promote peer (and teacher) dialogue

· Encourage positive motivational beliefs and self-esteem

Good feedback needs to be timely and also needs to be sensitive to what the student can take in at that point.  It makes sense to have a range of feedback processes in place so that students can develop their understanding in different ways:

· Written feedback on assignments – using a comment bank to save writing the same things several times, perhaps

· Face-to-face group feedback in tutorials or lectures

· Web-based whole group or individual feedback on assignments

· Computer-based tasks with automatic feedback

· Using sound files e-mailed to students to make feedback personal without the commitment of time to individual tutorials or long written explanations.  This can be especially helpful for dissertation feedback.

· Self or peer assessment of work so that students can tune their understandings – this can be written or verbal

· Learning tasks that involve discussion and debate where students can hear feedback on their approach from each other

The ultimate goal of assessment and feedback on learning is that students will become ‘self-regulated learners’ (Pintrich and Zusho, 2002).  Self-regulated learning is “an active constructive process whereby learners set goals for their learning and monitor, regulate and control their cognition, motivation and behaviour, guided and constrained by their goals and the contextual features of the environment”.  It is not the goal of feedback to make students reliant on judgements from their teachers but to empower students to self-monitor and set themselves appropriate goals.  Much research shows that students who ‘self-regulate’ are more confident, persistent and successful (Zimmerman, 2000; Pintrich and Zusho, 2002).  And of course they are much more likely to be successful when they leave university.

There is evidence that students do not always know how to use feedback effectively so they need to learn this too.  Try incorporating activities which encourage listening and reflection:

· When students get work back, get them to pair up to discuss the feedback that each has received and identify what they will do on the next piece of work to improve on that area

· Have some assignments which are purely formative but which require a response to feedback from the student

· Get students to submit summatively assessed work in stages, with each stage requiring evidence that they have responded to earlier feedback

· Include a requirement for self-reflection in a piece of work, with feedback from the teacher then engaging with that and guiding the student for the next assignment

· Give students the option (with or without penalty) of resubmitting a piece of assessed work in the light of feedback

· Make it a normal expectation that students will respond directly to your feedback where this is feasible

· Have students keep a Learning Log in which they note their learning from feedback.  You can glance at these occasionally, but don’t have to mark them.

Checklist of suggestions for improving the effectiveness of feedback
	Technique
	How

	Teach students about learning from feedback
	Students receive feedback throughout their course.  Explain what it can be used for eg with good feedback students can not only improve their own as well as others’ performance, but also troubleshoot  performance on a particular piece of work eg they can:

· Identify what led to marks 

· Identify what led to loss of marks 

· Identify how to avoid making the same mistakes again

· Develop a new understanding

	Establish expectations
	· Ask students what they expect from feedback

· Get them to draw up their own feedback guidelines

· Get them to  identify strengths or weaknesses in work 

	Pre-assignment preparation
	Before an assignment is handed in, encourage your student to think about/discuss:

· What is needed to complete the goal of the assignment

· What the marker might be looking for

	Self and peer feedback
	Ask students to mark or comment on their own assignment (or their peers) before/as they hand it in and to justify the mark given – ask them to consider if they have met the requirements

	One minute feedback
	Give students one minute at the end of the lecture to identify where they are having difficulties with assessed work

	Questions from feedback
	Get students to identify a question worth asking based on assessment feedback - discuss the question eg at the start of the next tutorial 

	Verbal feedback
	Give generic feedback to all students – perhaps supported by a list of common errors

	Feedback sheets
	Provide feedback on sheets linked to assessment criteria (see example in Appendix 1)

	Statement banks
	Prepare electronic feedback statements eg use VISION to generate computerised statement banks or reports

	Model Answers
	Provide model answers and or examples of good, bad or indifferent answers

	Feedback then marks
	Provide marks on written work only after students have had the chance to respond to feedback comments

	Re-submission
	Allow students to re-write and submit particular pieces of work

	Student marking
	Ask students to mark past or similar papers and assess why those papers are good, bad or indifferent


Some examples of approaches to feedback:

Immediate feedback in the lecture:  Personal Response Systems can be used in large lectures to conduct quizzes, ask true/false or likelihood questions so that the lecturer can gain a sense of students’ understandings or misconceptions and give immediate feedback.

Developing self-regulation: On its ‘Introduction to teaching and learning in HE’ course, Newcastle University uses a portfolio approach to assessment which focuses on participants’ developing an ever more insightful understanding of their work.  Course members are required to comment on their own work, on the portfolios of fellow students in triads , giving them feedback on where they feel they have met the learning outcomes and what further work they need to do in their final piece of work.

Peer feedback marking (PFM): a lecturer at Napier University has used PFM in her three trials of peer assessment with biology and psychology undergraduates.  First, criteria were agreed between students and teachers; secondly, peer reviews took place after the first draft according to previously agreed criteria; finally, a reflective statement on their experiences of PFM was submitted by each student (Falchikov, 2002).
Using a virtual learning environment (VLE) for formative assessment: a series of formative assessment activities have been developed for the VLE in the School of Humanities at the University of Northumbria to create a structured space for students to practice and prepare for assessment independently before they are asked to submit similar assessed work.  The VLE bridges the gap between learning in seminars and students’ work on assessments in their own time.  (Holland & Arrowsmith, 2000).
Links 

The four guides produced by the Integrative Assessment enhancement theme project: www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk 

Extract from Curriculum Structure Guidelines: Informative Feedback in Courses

The Higher Education Academy’s definition of feedback is: "Advice and commentary given by a teacher on examinations, coursework, or classroom activity. Can be oral or written and helps learners to understand their progress."

Provision of informative feedback on assessment, ie feedback which promotes learning and improvement, is strongly encouraged. If it is practicable, such feedback should be personalised, ie tailored to the performance of individual students.  If it is not practicable to give informative feedback on all assessments for every student, nor for every individual course, Schools may choose to adopt a specific focus to the provision of feedback (eg particular assignments, particular courses, at the course or programme level, or using tutorial sessions as a means of providing interim feedback).
In the case of end-of-year or resit exams, where individual feedback is not traditionally provided, Schools may wish to consider alternative forms of generic feedback, eg posting model answers or identifying common errors on VISION.  
Schools are strongly encouraged to provide interim feedback in all courses s (both single and year-long modules). ‘Interim feedback’ refers to feedback provided during a course so that students can improve their performance as the module progresses.  It may be individual or generic, as the School determines. 
Instances where it may not be practical to provide interim feedback may include distance learning courses relying on end-of-module exam as the sole means of assessment.
Whatever School-level approach is adopted on the provision of informative feedback and on interim feedback, Schools should specify their approach in Programme Handbooks and other sources of information as appropriate (eg VISION).

What to do now?

1. Using the Planning Tool, work out what currently goes on in your course in providing feedback to students.

2. Decide which other approaches and methods would work in your subject area.

3. Plan how they will map across the course, developing engagement activities at each level.

4.
Make sure that the approach is explicit and understood by students and colleagues: they are more likely to engage with tasks if they can see the point of them.
APPENDIX 1: STUDENT FEEDBACK ACTION PLAN

Adapted from ‘How to Get a Good Degree: 2nd edition’, Phil Race, (2007) London: Open University Press 
Using feedback to make action plans

It can be really productive to extract the essence from all of the written feedback you receive on your work, and combine this with additional things you may pick up from face-to-face feedback from tutors, and from discussions with other students about their feedback. Things you can do to work out what feedback comments really mean include:

1. Look carefully at the comments and the aspects of your work they relate to, and try to work out for yourself exactly what is being commented upon, and how you may be able to respond to each feedback comment in your future work (especially future work for that particular tutor, or exam answers which may be marked by this person).

2. Compare the feedback comments you have received with those received by fellow-students on the course or module. Ask them what they think tutors mean by particular comments. This will at least give you some more information about the standard of your own work, and probably will make you feel better about your own work when you notice critical feedback comments on other students’ work which were not written on your work. However, there may still be some guesswork regarding what the tutors may actually mean by their comments.

One way of going about a systematic and productive approach to making the most of feedback is to prepare for yourself a simple pro-forma, and have copies of it available for each episode of feedback on your work, so that you can collect together the complete pro-formas as an ongoing record of how your work is developing. All the better if you have copies of such a pro-forma ready to use each time you gain feedback, so that capturing the essence of the feedback becomes a matter of routine rather than a luxury. This also gives you the opportunity to separate your reflections on particular instances of feedback from the actual individual pieces of work, so that you distance yourself from the first thoughts you got when receiving the feedback, and move onwards and upwards with the significant trends, enabling you to continuously adjust your approaches.

A possible pro-forma is suggested below – but all the better if you design one of your own, customized you what you know about how you currently use feedback – and pointing towards how you want to make optimum use of feedback to get you firmly towards the degree you want. You may indeed want to design a much shorter pro-forma than that given below.

	Feedback Action Plan

	Date:


	Piece of work:
	Mark or grade:

	
	Most significant feedback comments:
	What these really mean: (e.g. after asking the tutors, or after discussing with other students, or after reflecting further on the work and the feedback)

	1


	
	

	2


	
	

	3


	
	

	Extent to which I agree with the feedback


	Positive:
	Critical:

	
	Things I did which attracted positive feedback:
	Things I did which attracted critical feedback:

	1


	
	

	2


	
	

	3


	
	

	Notes about any recurring trends regarding the feedback I am receiving
	

	
	Things I can do to build on the positive feedback in my future work:
	Things I can do to address the critical feedback in my future work:

	1


	
	

	2


	
	

	3


	
	

	Additional feedback 
	Further positive feedback I’ve obtained on this work from other people
	Further critical feedback I’ve obtained on this work from other people

	Source 1:


	
	

	Source 2:


	
	

	Source 3:


	
	

	The single most important thing for me to keep doing in my future work on the basis of this feedback:

	

	The single most important thing for me to improve in my future work on the basis of this feedback:

	


APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE FEEDBACK SHEET

Name: «name»
Module: 4 Assessment for Learning 


















«pass/refer»
Feed back sheet -
Assignment 4.1a Assessment Criteria
	You will be expected to:

	Indicative Performance  
	Comments

	Analyse your experience of assessing students’ learning

P:  Critique of methods and approaches
R: Lack of critique of methods and approaches
	   R            Pass
- |____|_______________| +
	 [NB THESE BLOCKS ARE FILLED IN WITH COMMENTS FROM THE LECTURER. IN THIS CASE, THE COMMENTS ARE IMPORTED FROM A GENERIC STATEMENT BANK, AND THEN PERSONALISED]



	Describe any new skills, methods or ideas which you have developed in your assessment activities, or which you would like to develop

P: Awareness of a variety of methods and options
R: Lack of apparent development
	   R            Pass
- |____|_______________| +
	

	Consider opportunities for improving your assessment of student learning

P: Identification of issues, problems and opportunities for improvement
R: Opportunities for improvement not identified
	   R            Pass
- |____|_______________| +
	

	Show evidence of reading and using theory to support practice

P: Reference to theory or practice elsewhere
R: No reference to theory or practice elsewhere
	   R            Pass
- |____|_______________| +
	

	Overall Comment
	Overall Grade:

   R            Pass
- |____|_______________| +
	


Signature of marker:
_________________________________________

Date:
__________________________________



1

