University of Winchester

Feedback Week (1-5 November 2010)
Nine ideas for feedback week: 

an evidence-based guide

The University of Winchester is encouraging a focus on assessment feedback in the week of the 1st to 5th November 2010.  Research demonstrates that feedback is one of the most powerful drivers of student learning (Ramsden, 1992; Gibbs and Simpson, 2004). The LTDU has distilled a collection of good ideas based on evidence and current practice, drawn from within programmes at Winchester, and within the TESTA project sample.  

We hope that lecturers will use these ideas, seizing the opportunity to expand, contextualise and refine them, and viewing this as a ‘live’ collection of possibilities for that week and other appropriate times. Please feel free to be in touch with us before or during the week, and to contribute further ideas to this document. 
Dr Tansy Jessop and Yaz El Hakim
Learning & Teaching Development Unit

23 September 2010
Idea 1: Criteria crunching 

Rationale: 

Students rarely ingest and internalise the meaning of criteria and or grade descriptors. They may read module handbooks, containing carefully explained statements of assessment criteria at programme, module and task level, but report finding them difficult to understand and apply to tasks. The words in assessment criteria and grade descriptors are often quite opaque and dense for students (and staff), being rich in tacit understandings and disciplinary discourse.  They require sophisticated interpretive skills. This exercise begins to engage students in making meaning from the criteria and discussing the notion of quality.

Exercise:

1. Students are asked to read through assessment criteria.
2. Individually rewrite in their own words using whatever genre they are at ease with – from academic text to poetry to recipe instructions to rap.
3. In small groups they share their different interpretations, and write up best suggestions on flip chart paper, pin on walls, and wander around the room to see how other groups have interpreted these.

4. Lecturer seeks to have a live/or learning network refining of the criteria and grade descriptors in class or online, and this provides a student-friendly set of criteria for programmes/modules and/or tasks.

Outcomes (intended ones):

1. The language of criteria and grade descriptors are questioned.

2. The instrumental use of the same is questioned.

3. Students creatively engage with criteria in a critical way.
4. Students and staff engage in dialogue about the meaning of criteria and quality. 
Idea 2: Marking Exercise
Rationale:

The three conditions necessary for students to improve their learning through assessed tasks are 1) that they know what a good performance looks like; 2) they can relate their current performance to a good performance; and 3) that they have an idea of how to close the gap (Sadler, 1989). These three conditions require students to develop the evaluation skills of a teacher. This exercise engages students in marking examples of work using criteria in order to use criteria actively in a real setting, and to discuss what constitutes ‘good’ with one another and their lecturer/s. ASKe Centre for Excellence at Oxford Brookes have used a similar marking exercise with hundreds of students and their research shows that students who engage in it are likely to improve their performance by a grade classification.   
Exercise:
1. Collect samples of good, mediocre and weak work from previous assignments. (Some programmes at Winchester already add an ethical sign off on all cover sheets where students are asked whether their assessed work can be used in anonymous form, for teaching purposes).
2. If you do not have the above, you could ask individual students whether you can use a previous example, in anonymous form. Alternatively you may want to write these examples yourself based on your experience of marking students.

3. In the week preceding feedback week, make the three available online with mock cover sheets, and criteria (preferably those dealing with more substantial issues for example, argument, evidence, structure, main ideas, engagement with theory, evidence of critical thinking etc). Ask them individually to read, comment on and grade the work, ready for your next session.
4. In the session, students work in groups discussing their comments and grade and agreeing an overall mark and comment, which are then shared in plenary.

5. Discuss your evaluation of the essay, the kind of feedback you would give the student, possibly with students role-playing tutorials about feedback.
6. Repeat the marking exercise with new examples in class.

7. Possibly rewrite standard criteria in the light of student comments about what they mean in fresh language which captures the substance.

Outcomes (intended ones):

1. Students read examples of good, mediocre and weak work.

2. Students make judgements about the quality of work in writing, using some key criteria.

3. Students discuss and justify their judgements in a social process.

4. Lecturers open up their own process of judging the standard of work to students, distilling tacit standards in an open, discursive forum.

5. Students refine their evaluation skills and begin to understand what counts as quality.

Caveat on unintended consequences
At Northumbria, this exercise was observed by ethnographers who found that students focused their comments and marking on the small technical features – grammar, punctuation, correct referencing etc – hence the expectation needs to be set with students to concentrate on high level features in their commentary and marking.
Idea 3: Feedback: what it is, and how to use it
Rationale:

NSS scores on feedback constitute the main variance between institutions, and are therefore crucial to university satisfaction rankings. When asked what feedback is, students tend to define it as the written comments which come back to them on cover sheets three weeks after the event, often after completing a module. Eliciting and articulating the many different kinds of feedback students receive in the course of a programme – whether formal, informal, by e-mail, on the LN, oral, generic, one-to-one etc is a good way of expanding this narrow conception and encouraging students to be aware of multiple feedback opportunities. The administration of feedback, its timing, format and the sequence of assessed work often work against students using their feedback. Research shows that feedback which feeds forward to the next assessment is most useful to students.
Exercise 1: What it is
1. In small groups, students come up with as many different types of feedback that they have experienced – at school, university and in their work experience. Students discuss which kind of feedback has been most useful to them in the past, and why this is so.
2. A composite list of different kinds of university feedback experienced by the students is drawn up in plenary, and also published on the LN – for example – “The kinds of feedback you get on this course”.

Exercise 2: Using it

1. In the preceding week, students are asked to collate and read a collection of previous cover sheet comments, in order to write a one-page reflection on what features of their own work seem to be commonly identified, considering how they might respond to this feedback.
2. Using these reflections, students discuss conditions which would help them to use their feedback better to improve their work. They distil five conditions in writing and share them with the whole group. These are captured in a staff-student assessment charter for the programme, which goes onto the LN.

Idea 4: Words or numbers
Rationale

A comprehensive study of 250 school settings has shown that receiving feedback only encourages a deep approach to learning, in contrast to marks only and/or marks with comments (Black and William, 1998). Students who receive marks only tend to develop a fixed conception of their ability, encouraging an ego-orientation (“I’m brilliant” or “I’m stupid”). At Winchester, the most common experience for students is to receive a comment and a mark together. Research has also shown that mark-plus-comment tends to distract students towards the mark, thereby causing them to engage less with the commentary. Assessment feedback and motivational research in sport and education align in showing that intrinsic motivation is enhanced by a focus on mastery of tasks and skills, rather than outcomes and marks. Students who are intrinsically motivated are more likely to be deep learners, i.e. learning to understand rather than simply memorising facts and regurgitating them. 

Exercise 1:
1. Students write a short 500 word piece, linked to current topics of study in preparation for feedback week (2 or 3 weeks beforehand).

2. Lecturer marks work, provides feedback only (noting marks separately), and returns work and comments to students in class.

3. Allow students to reflect individually in class on their feedback, perhaps with a few guiding questions, for example:

a) What are the main elements that stand out to me from this feedback?

b) What insight and awareness have I gained through this feedback about the quality of this work?

c) On the basis of this feedback, what would I do differently next time?

4. Students engage in peer sharing and discussion of key points in class.

5. Students write up a one page self-evaluation on their task based on individual and group reflections, triggering the release of their mark.

Exercise 2:

1. Select samples from previous work of three assessed tasks reflecting a spread of achievement from 1st;  2:2 to fail. Samples may be condensed.
2. Mark and comment on each, focusing on substantive elements. 

3. Divide the class into three sections, and subsequently allow them to form groups of four within these sections. 

4. Distribute to section 1: Fail with mark only; 2:2 with mark and comment; and 1st with comment only; 
To section 2: Fail with mark and comment; 2:2 with comment only; 1st with mark only; 
To section 3: Fail with comment only; 2:2 with mark only; and 1st with mark and comment.

5. Ask groups to discuss the following questions, reflecting on the work as if it were their own:

a) Compare and contrast how you feel when you receive mark only, comment and mark, and comment only?

b) Which condition allows greatest reflection on how to develop your work, and why?

c) How is your identity as a learner shaped by the different modes?

d) Which do you feel most motivated and/or frustrated by?

e) What follow up activity is likely to be triggered for you by each mode?

Idea 5: Peer review and/or assessment
Rationale

Student internalise goals and standards by engaging in the process of evaluating their own and other’s work. Research shows that explicit written criteria are less powerful in guiding standards than the social process of talking about what constitutes quality and a shared understanding of it (Sadler, 2007; O’Donovan, Price and Rust 2008).
Exercise 1: (for written work)
1. Students bring in a prepared 500 word piece of writing with a pre-allocated student number, and hand in to lecturer at the beginning of the session.

2. The lecturer shuffles and redistributes to members of the class, ensuring that no-one has received their own work.

3. Students are given 20/30 minutes to read and write comments on back of submission.

4. These are collected and distributed back to the authors, who talk in pairs about the feedback they’ve received.

5. Plenary discussion about the most significant types of comments made, the process, and about what made a good piece of work.


Exercise 2: (for presentations)
1. Students prepare and present short group presentations for week 6 on a relevant topic.

2. In a written reflection, presenters and audience members write down one good thing about the presentation, and one area for development, potentially assigning a mark.
3. Presenters leave the room, and rest of the class are led through a discussion on strengths and weaknesses of the presentation, contributing their own reflections on what they thought was good and what could be improved, with lecturer drawing together and clarifying standards.  
4. Presenters are invited back. Delegated student/s from audience discussion ask each of the group members to report their self-evaluation orally and feed back the core content of the discussion.

5. Several iterations of this through different groups presenting allow the students all to understand what makes a good presentation.

Idea 6: Self-reflection for 2nd and/or 3rd year students

Rationale:

Students need to actively engage with and make sense of feedback for it to be of any use to them. Transmission models of feedback where the lecturer constructs what the student passively receives, do not promote learning from feedback (Nicol & McFarlane-Dick, 2006). Written feedback is often cast in the transmission mould of feedback, and only a minority of students take up opportunities to discuss their feedback with lecturers in a dialogue. Additionally, the modular system encourages a silo mentality among students about their feedback from different lecturers on many different modules and assessments. This exercise promotes a synthesis of feedback to raise awareness among students about patterns of feedback they have received and how to improve their performance in relation to that feedback. 

Exercise:

1. Students bring to class a selection of past feedback, and write a short reflection on patterns of advice they have been given, in relation to different kinds of tasks.

2. Students discuss their synopsis in groups with peers in pairs or small groups.
3. Students individually set targets following reflection and discussion, identifying ways of enhancing their achievement.

4. Students upload the synopsis of reflection and their targets onto pebblepad to refer to and update during the year.

Idea 7: Sampling exercise

Rationale

Students need to receive feedback quickly if it is to capture their attention and be acted upon. For staff to be able to quickly communicate patterns of achievement, and common issues across a cohort, quick generic feedback is beneficial and manageable. This exercise draws on sampling assessed work to achieve timely feedback for students to act on in a multi-stage process, incorporating the principles of timeliness, sampling, drafting and using formative feedback to feed forward.

Exercise:

1. Students submit a written piece of work in Week 5.

2. The lecturer reads and distils common themes and areas for development from a 25% sample of the work.

3. The lecturer posts a summary of generic feedback on the Learning Network, carefully identifying significant themes and areas for development.

4. Students are required to respond to the post answering one or two questions, in relation to their own piece of work, for example: a) Which elements of the generic feedback are pertinent to my piece? b) What have I learnt from this feedback? c) How would I rewrite my work to make it even better?
5. In class, students rework their original piece of work using the generic feedback, and hand in as a summative assessment. 


Idea 8: Audio feedback

Rationale:
Three minutes of oral feedback is equivalent to approximately four sides of A4 of written feedback. Many students enjoy the variety and informality of hearing oral feedback rather than reading written feedback. The process can vivify a fairly dull route march of receiving cover sheet upon cover sheet containing reams of writing. It can also be a way of strengthening the relational and human elements of giving feedback. Some students may be more attuned to cueing into the tone of audio feedback and may understand better the meaning of what the tutor is saying.

Exercise: 
1. Ask students to hand in a brief written task on a relevant topic two weeks before feedback week.

2. Comment on (and/or mark) half the assessed tasks using conventional written feedback.

3. Comment on (and/or mark) the other half using audio feedback, using available equipment such as digital recorders, iphones and wimba.
4. In mixed groups ask students to reflect on and compare the value of each mode, which could be distilled into written reflections on the feedback process.

Idea 9: Consensus marking (for programme teams)

Rationale

Student on the TESTA project perceive variations in marker interpretations of standards and criteria. Among markers, they identify ‘hawks’ and ‘sparrows’ on programme teams and often choose modules accordingly. Bloxham (2010) has found that lecturers develop personalised criteria over periods of time in relation to their own disciplinary and teaching experience, and in varying relation to institutional frameworks and criteria. New lecturers tend to be more reliant on formal written criteria  while more experienced lecturers may hold tacit and personalised standards of marking which are not necessarily shared across whole programme.  Although there are checks and balances within the moderation and external examining system, system, it is not clear that these necessarily always ensure consistent approaches within and across teams (Bloxham, 2009). This exercise seeks to further programme team dialogue and community of practice ideas to strengthen shared standards and consistency.
Exercise
1. Collect two previously assessed written scripts at the same level (either 4,5,6) but with different marks.

2. Invite colleagues from your programme team to a one hour long meeting.

3. Before reading the scripts ask colleagues to brainstorm what they look for in a written piece – fresh and intuitive rather than the orthodoxy.

4. Ask colleagues to read and mark the pieces.

5. Before leading a discussion, collect first stab marks in a hat – anonymous but written down.

6. Discuss the pieces going round the table to gain impressions.

7. Agree a consensus mark, and compare with first stab marks.

8. Potentially revise criteria, or agree to meet again to discuss other assessed work.

Comment
We did this exercise with a programme team at another university recently, without the first stab mark on paper. A respected academic and specialist spoke first and shredded a fine piece of writing – most of the team adjusted to this and gave the work 50’s and low 60’s – with no-one daring to give it a first. The work had been double marked previously and received a first class pass. Hence, the exercise now includes a first stab mark.
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