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Good Practice Guide for Feedback on Written Assessments





This guide has been written with feedback on written assessments in mind, the principles described can, however, be applied to other forms of feedback. This guide is evidence based; there is a wealth of research on feedback, which, can be found within the literature from subject areas such; education, psychology, and human resource management. 





For the purposes of this guide we have taken feedback to mean; the process of providing a response to an individual on a particular input normally an assessment.





Why bother with feedback:





Good quality feedback has been shown to: 


improve learning outcomes            


deepens approach to learning


encourages active pursuit of understanding and application of knowledge


help students achieve better grades.





There are three main functions of feedback these are:





For development (now, sometimes in the higher education literature, referred to as feed forward) 





For motivation 





As an indication of level of attainment or performance; often in relation to previously defined, competencies, capabilities or standards, but also sometimes in relation to the performance of others.





Note that, under this description the function of feedback is NOT primarily to justify why a particular mark has been given. 





Link to assessment





Unless it is going to be purely motivational, you can’t give feedback without performing some form of assessment. So, feedback is based on assessment and good feedback is based on good assessment. It stands to reason that, whilst being prepared for the unexpected, in order to give feedback you should have a good understanding of what you are looking for, and you should be able to articulate that understanding to the person you are assessing. 














The role of feedback >>1





Function and types of feedback		  >>1





The Link with good assessment practice 	  >>1





Links to assessment	   >>1





Approaches and Practicalities		 		  >>2





Feedback Language      >>2





Some Tools		   >>3





Practicalities		   >>3





Improving your feedback		         		   >>4





Further Resources       >>4








Contents





Approaches & Practicalities





The literature on feedback contains many examples of what does and what doesn’t work: 


Feedback should provide specific and sufficient comment and suggestions on strengths, areas for development and strategies for improvement.


Students tend to identify negative and over-general feedback as unhelpful. 


General praise is not useful, whereas comment on a specific strength acts as advice for the future, because it is telling the student to use that particular strategy in future assessments. 


Similarly, general or obscure criticisms will not be useful and if comments are too grounded in the specific assignment, then students may find it difficult to generalise from them (Carless et al., 2006 Weaver 2006 & our own student survey). 


Own the feed back, use the first & second person.


Students often find hand written comments illegible; you may think your writing is easy to read, but maybe, actually it isn’t.  It is best to type comments, and for comments in the text to use an indexing system (e.g. number in text, linked to relevant written comment on the text).   


Feedback language





This seems an obvious point, but if a student does not really understand the language of the subject then it is difficult for them to understand how to improve or work out what you are ‘getting at’.


Suggesting what a student may need to do in order to improve e.g. ‘Your writing is too descriptive’ may not be useful and will not help the student if they cannot distinguish between analysis and description. Similarly, a comment such as ‘you need to pay greater attention to pupil differentiation in your planning’ will be of use only if the student understands what differentiation means. As Sadler, (1989) indicated students cannot act on a tutor’s feedback unless there is a common understanding between tutor and student of the conception of the subject. 


Some tools/approaches





These tools/approaches help to maintain goodpractice in relation to feedback, they do tend to stress the developmental aspects of feedback rather than the motivational. Note how they are example led. 








Descriptive: Descriptive feedback avoids making judgement; it describes what was observed and its implications.





Judgemental�
Descriptive�
�
I think your communication skills are wonderful, a perfect start. 


�
At the beginning you gave her your full attention and never lost eye contact – your facial expression registered your interest in what she was saying.


�
�
This approach helps to remove emotion, but does rely on the student to judge whether or not the observed performance/learning is correct. 














PI: Point: Illustration: In this approach a point is made which is then illustrated by example. This technique tends to give non judgemental/descriptive feedback that is example driven (For an example see below).


 


Point


When you suggest that the work of certain researchers is similar it would help the reader to know why they are similar.








Illustration


For example, you could say that the work of Runcorn (1998) and Lal (2001) are similar because they used the same experimental design and range of participants.








PEE: Point Explanation Example: This is really an extension of the PI system 





Point





When you give an opinion it is important to substantiate it with some evidence. 





Explanation


Providing evidence helps the reader see that your opinion is based on logical thought process and helps them to understand how your opinion came into being.


Example


For example you say in your account that ‘breast feeding is the normally the most healthy option for both new babies and their mothers.  How did you come to this conclusion and what evidence do can you cite to support it (Example).





Feed forward





Feed forward is no more than a trendy way of recognising that feedback should be about someone future and forward development. Those with a science or systems background may, after all recognise the term feedback as a device to maintain the current situation rather than one that should stimulate change. This term feed forward is most often applied where the feedback is specifically directed at what specific changes in performance need to be made in order to achieve a better grade. Feed forward implicitly focuses on the future.








Practicalities





Faced with large numbers of scripts to mark the most significant practicality to overcome is probably lack of time in relation to the amount of feedback that one may want to provide. Giving detailed written feedback can be very time consuming and it is often easy to find oneself becoming bord. 


 


To tackle these issues: 


It is better to give some, feedback quickly, than detailed feedback weeks after the hand-in date. You can for example give all students an overview of the assignments and indication of what can be done to improve as well as motivational praise. This can be delivered in class or electronically through the VLE. You may even like to try a synchronous discussion in a virtual chat room.


Greater efficiency can be achieved by focussing on the issues of importance rather than giving too much detail. Remember to use the marking criteria and learning outcomes as the basis for your feedback. 














Giving feedback using digital voice recording is becoming popular. Oral feedback tends to be received better by students than written feedback because they can hear their tutor voice speaking to them; it also, (once proficiency of the technology is achieved) allows the lecturer to give more detailed feedback in less time.  Feedback can be made using a portable digital recorder (often MP3 players have this facility) or using a computer. Free software such as Audacity can be used to edit the files and they can be returned to students using a VLE. Once proficiency of the technology is achieved


Marking boredom can be countered at the assessment design stage. If you want to avoid making 50 scripts on the same topic try letting students set their own question, or let students write about an issue in a context that relates to them. Mini project based work also helps overcome this issue. In addition the more diverse and unique to the individual student the set of possible responses to an assessment brief the less likely your chances are of encountering plagiarism. 


Improving your feedback, reflect on your practice using Bale (1950)





Bales’s (1950) system for process analysis interaction provides a useful method to analyse the feedback that we give. Bales’s system was originally devised to help with analysis of group interaction (Below is the analysis tool used by the OU adapted from Bales (1950) by Denise Whitelock.





Category�
Including�
�
Positive reactions; agreeing and boosting the other person�
Shows solidarity


Shows agreement


Shows tension release


Shows satisfaction�
�
Teaching/Directing�
Gives suggestions


Gives Opinion


Gives Information�
�
Teaching Questioning requesting information, clarification etc�
Asks for information


Asks for opinion


Asks for suggestion�
�
Disagreement�
Shows disagreement


Shows tension


Shows antagonism�
�



Using this table try classifying your feedback; what proportion teaching type comments do you give?  More info on this approach and some concrete examples can be found at � HYPERLINK "https://kcl.ac.uk/content/1/c4/22/68/Whitelock_oct05.pdf" ��https://kcl.ac.uk/content/1/c4/22/68/Whitelock_oct05.pdf�








Further information





Staff development:





The Academic Development and practice centre offer a wide variety of services and events to help you develop your practice as an academic, for further detail please see:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.worc.ac.uk/adpu/" ��http://www.worc.ac.uk/adpu/�








Further Resources





Developing assessment feedback


� HYPERLINK "http://escalate.ac.uk/4147" ��http://escalate.ac.uk/4147�





Guide to assessment (and feedback)


� HYPERLINK "http://escalate.ac.uk/4148" ��http://escalate.ac.uk/4148�





HEA Videos on students views of feedback – and more


� HYPERLINK "http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/ourwork/learning/assessment/senlef" ��http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/ourwork/learning/assessment/senlef�





Using digital files to give feedback


PowerPoint and Guides to Using Audacity Software





� HYPERLINK "http://www.worc.ac.uk/adpu/documents/Gomez_Worcester_Jun_08_v02.ppt" ��http://www.worc.ac.uk/adpu/documents/Gomez_Worcester_Jun_08_v02.ppt


�


























This guide was written with the help of the sites listed in the resource list above and by Dr. Ian Scott with Support from Dr. John Peters, Louise Martin and Ruth Pearce.  Please email or � HYPERLINK "mailto:e.floisand@worc.ac.uk" ��e.floisand@worc.ac.uk� for further information.
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