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Making feedback on assignments effective: 

principles and guidance for tutors

Providing feedback on assignments is one of the most time-consuming things tutors do. Extensive research evidence also shows that it also has the potential to be the most influential thing tutors do in terms of improving student learning. However this potential is often not realised. Much lovingly and professionally crafted feedback is not even read by students. This booklet outlines a set of principles, based on empirical evidence, and practical guidance that follows from these principles, to help make tutors’ investment of their time and expertise as productive as possible.

Much feedback is insufficiently detailed or specific to be useful to students or is simply incomprehensible to them

There is a good deal of evidence that students frequently do not understand what terse comments on their assignments mean, let alone what they might do to respond to them. The Open University trains its tutors in how to give helpful feedback, pays them for spending sufficient time on giving detailed enough feedback, and monitors the length and thoroughness of tutors’ feedback – and they are ranked first in the UK on the National Student Survey overall and for the survey questions concerning feedback. But of course this is time consuming and expensive. Ways of economising on tutors’ time while providing students with access to detailed feedback include:

· recording oral comments while you are reading the assignment, in ‘real time’, on a digital audio recorder, so that there is no additional time spent by the tutor writing comments after the assignment has been read, and emailing the audio file to the student. How to do this cost-effectively, both technically and educationally, is well documented. (http://sites.google.com/site/soundsgooduk/).

· word processing all feedback to all students and making the entire text file accessible to all students via the intranet, or in an email file sent to all students, so that students have access to a range of comments about others’ attempts at the same assignment or question. This can reduce the need for such detailed feedback on each individual, at the same time as increasing the range of comments a student can see and think about.

· requiring students to specify, when they submit their assignment, what exactly they would like feedback on, and only writing detailed feedback relating to their request, reducing the total time spent writing feedback. If students make no request then they get no feedback, saving your time to concentrate on the students who are likely to read their feedback.

Much feedback concentrates on correcting errors – it also needs to recognise strengths, be constructive, and encourage

Students need to understand what they have done right as well as what they have done wrong, and feedback plays a significant role in their motivation and morale. Tutors should find positive things to say, even about weak work, say them first, and pay attention to the emotional tone of their comments. A punitive approach is not effective.

Much feedback is provided too slowly to have any impact. To be effective feedback needs to be prompt.

Effective feedback is timely: it is provided while the subject matter and the assignment is still a focus of attention for the student, and when there is still time for the student to act on the feedback, rather than weeks later when they are already on the topic after next. Studies of what students do with the feedback they receive are full of descriptions of feedback being perceived as ‘water under the bridge’. If tutors’ workload, or examination regulations concerning the release of marks to students, makes it difficult to turn feedback round in less than a week then there are ‘quick and dirty’ feedback methods can be much more effective than ‘slow and perfect’ feedback, as well as much less time consuming. Options include:

· providing model answers immediately assignments have been submitted

· summarising good and bad points from the first ten assignments you read and discussing these points in your next lecture

· asking students to read and comment on each others’ assignments. This can also usefully be done as the first stage of a two-stage process in which students then improve their assignment in response to the peer feedback before submitting a revised draft to you for marking.

· not awarding marks for student assignments. This can speed up the provision of feedback, by avoiding all the paraphernalia of quality assurance and examination regulations. To get students to tackle assignments that are not accompanied by marks, they can be made compulsory, as a pre-requisite for sitting examinations or for tackling subsequent assignments that are marked.

Feedback which refers only to subject matter that will not be studied again tends to be ignored. Feedback should feed forwards

It is very rare indeed for students to read feedback from their tutor and then go back and read more, or do other additional work on aspects of the topic of the assignment, prompted by the feedback. Feedback very rarely prompts further discussion with tutors. Students are too busy doing the next thing to go back. The feedback that students find useful, and that they act on, helps them to tackle the next assignment better. Wherever possible feedback should be forward-looking, anticipating what students might do differently in the future. Students have been found to pay more attention to feedback, and to act on it more, when assignments have been designed as a linked sequence, with aspects of one assignment contributing to the way students tackle the next, allowing feedback on early assignments to prompt and direct future studying. Feedback which focuses on generic features of assignments, such as how to structure arguments and how to use evidence and cite sources, is more likely to be found useful and acted upon than is feedback on details of the content.

A focus on marks reduces the value of feedback

Studies have compared the impact on student performance of providing only marks, providing only feedback with no marks, or providing both. It is the feedback-only option that has much the greatest impact and which encourages students to read and think about the feedback and perform better. When there are marks and feedback students often read the mark and throw the feedback in the bin. Simply taking marks off assignments has been shown to have a positive impact. Oxford has persistently refused to accede, with sound educational justification, to students’ demands that tutorial essays should have marks on them. If you are obliged to provide marks then it is possible to delay the mark – providing written feedback a week before the mark or only providing marks to those who approach you to discuss their feedback. Some feedback focuses largely on justifying a mark. This can be useful when the message takes the form “You did not get one grade higher then the grade you actually got because…” as this provides clear pointers for the student to improve their next piece of work. However focussing students’ attention on marks often takes students’ attention off qualities of their work and off learning. 

Students need to understand academic standards so that they can supervise themselves in relation to these standards. However this is not achieved by being provided with a brief set of criteria but by learning to make judgements in a similar way to more experienced members of the academic community they are becoming part of.

Neither students nor tutors find it easy to understand what lists of criteria actually mean or what standards are supposed to be associated with them. Rather, understanding of standards comes through repeated exposure to a range of assignments of varying quality and discussion with others about their strengths and weaknesses. New tutors often get their marking standards out of line with their more experienced colleagues and need discussion, experience of examination committees, and sight of external examiners’ comments before they can calibrate their standards in relation to the standards used in the community they work amongst. New academics gain by becoming reviewers and seeing what other reviewers thought of the work they themselves have reviewed. This enables them to correct and improve their own journal articles before they submit them. Similarly students need to be let into this community – by seeing examples of assignments of varying standards, what marks tutors think these assignments deserve and what they thought of them. Just as new tutors learn about standards by marking, so students can learn about standards by seeing and marking other students’ work. The marks they allocate can be made reliable enough to use if you really wanted to – but you don’t need to go to all that trouble or to take that risk. You don’t need more marks. What you need is for students to internalise standards, and marking is a good way for them to do this. One of the cheapest and most effective ways to develop students’ habits of self-review and self-supervision in relation to standards is to require them to self-assess every assignment before they submit it – with qualitative self-critical comments and an estimated grade. This often leads to the student revising their assignment before they submit it. For work with required technical features, such as laboratory reports, students can be provided with a check list of possible faults (such as ‘Axes of graph not labelled”) for students to use to check and improve their work before they submit it.

Feedback has more impact when it is public rather than private

In some subject areas, such as Architecture and the creative arts, students’ work is public: it is seen in public and discussed in public. This has an extraordinary impact on students’ sense of ownership of and pride in their own work. Feedback received in public similarly has a powerful impact, compared with a private note on an essay which students can hide or ignore. Student presentations, followed by discussion of the qualities of the presentation, and visual presentation, such as through conference-style posters, can be used as assignments so as to harness the power of such public feedback. Peer assessment has some of the same effects.

Two-stage or multi-stage feedback works better then one-stage feedback

The best way to make sure students read feedback carefully and act on it is to make assignments involve two stages, the first of which involves helpful feedback, with no mark, and the second of which involves a mark with no feedback. Supervising PhD students uses multi-stage feedback before the thesis is finally examined, and students could not possible produce such good theses without these multiple stages. The same principle applies to undergraduate essays or reports. Ideally multiple assignments on a course should be designed to be linked so that there is a natural multi-stage feedback process going on, feedback on each stage contributing in a deliberate way to the next assignment. Ideally assignments on successive courses are also linked, so that feedback in one semester feeds forwards to the next semester.
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