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Hello, I’m Jill Millar from Oxford Brookes University, and I’m involved in a research project on student assessment feedback.  My assertion today is that understanding staff-student interaction is central to engaging students with assessment feedback.  And I’m going to back up that assertion with two strands of evidence from the literature and from our own, very initial, research findings, based on semi-structured interviews with students at Oxford Brooke and Bradford universities.  Both the interviews, and analysis of the interviews are ongoing.

If I start with a quote from the literature.  Higgins et al say, “Giving and receiving feedback occurs within complex contexts, and so is mediated by power relationships and the nature of the predominant discourse.”  If I unpick that a little, what is being suggested here is that we should not look at feedback as straightforward communication between X and Y in a neutral environment, the feedback is more complex than that.  Within the literature, focus has often been on the impact of factors external to feedback, including the calls on student time, the effect of the assessment culture, or factors internal to the student alone, including student attitudes to learning and the way students process literature and knowledge.  These are obviously important factors, but what Higgins and others are suggesting is that other aspects of feedback need to be taken into account as well, including the way staff and students relate to each other.  And I want to talk about two aspects of that relationship today: staff-student contact at a general level, and staff-student contact through the academic discourse.

If I start with feedback and staff-student contact.  The literature suggests that students want the feedback process to be explicitly fair.  They feel it’s only fair that they should receive feedback, having done the work.  Some, and in this piece of research it was seen to be male students, wanted marks as a form of recognition.  And some students see feedback as part of the service that they’re paying for.  And it is arguable that these findings from the research pick up on ideas about the staff-student relationship.  Ideas of fairness suggest a recognition that it’s an unequal relationship, and that assessment and feedback are ultimately subjective processes, but they can, and should, be made as transparent as possible.  And these findings also raise the question of respect.  Students want to be recognised for what they have done.  And finally, they perhaps indicate a shifting of the relationship boundaries, with students seeing themselves as contracting parties with tutors and the institution as a whole.  That’s what the literature said.  In our research we’ve found that students are saying things like, “They know me by name now, the staff.  It’s nice, you feel more at ease.”  That’s a very positive response to the feedback relationship.  Others though are saying, “I feel like discussing my feedback, but to be honest I didn’t know how to approach my tutor.”  Another one said, “You just feel that at times they are so busy they don’t have time to speak to you on an individual basis.”  And one student said to me that she emailed her tutor with a detailed question and his response was simply ‘no’, “He just said no,” she said.  What we feel these findings suggest is that students want contact, they want interaction, they want dialogue about their work, and through feedback.  But they feel constrained by the context; they feel that staff are too busy.  And also, by a fairly traditional view of the staff-student relationship, they don’t want to bother them, so these students don’t seem to be seeing a shifting of the relationship boundary.  But what our research is also picking up is feelings of a lack of respect, for example, the lecturer who just responded with a one word answer to a detailed email question.  

What we have so far is a general picture of staff-student interaction in the feedback context.  If we look more specifically at the content of the feedback, the academic discourse in which it is written, we come up with a series of quotes from Much, McEwan and Hyatt.  We start with Much, he was clearly very irritated by the anecdotal critiques of feedback that he discovered in the literature, and decided to do a study to see how feedback relationship worked through the academic discourse.  And he suggests that staff took feedback very seriously.  He also found, however, that much of the feedback that was given to students was categorical in tone, by which he means imperative in style, for example, ‘too much evidence’, ‘not enough evidence’, or it was not explicit about raising issues about both tone and content.  This ties in with McEwan, who suggests that what is said in feedback may not always be accessible to students, and the terms in which it is put may not be examined by the staff, they may not have thought about exactly what the terms they are using mean.  And further, the terms that are used may not always carry the same meaning within staff and between departments.  However, these unexamined ideas, for example, evidence, analysis, also serve to structure what might be said, and how it may be said within a discipline.  Hyatt also explores these ideas.  Like Much, he looked at the content of feedback and found that there was strong use of imperatives, and what he describes as the ‘obligatory modality’, that is ‘should’.  While much explains the categorical, imperative style of writing in feedback as simply a product of context, of the fact that feedback has to be informative and concise, Hyatt unpicks this assertion by looking at what the imperative and the obligatory modality mean in the context of staff-student relationships.  He suggests that the authority of the tutor is channelled through the use of words such as ‘should’ and other feedback comment.  And the concern here is not that the tutor is the expert, but rather that their expertise is not being open to challenge.  There needs to be dialogue between tutor and student, and students need to be able to challenge what is said in feedback.  In other words, what Hyatt provides here is a useful insight into the nature of the relationship of staff and student, exemplified through the discourse of feedback.

What we have found is that students say, contrary to McEwan, that they do understand the feedback that they are given, but they’re not always happy with it.  And this quote from a student who says, “There were nine words written on the evaluation form, one just said ‘evidence’.”  And it’s clear that while she understands what ‘evidence’ means, she doesn’t understand what it means in this particular context.  All the students that I’ve spoken to have been eager to enter into a dialogue, into the dialogue that Hyatt advocates about feedback, and about their work, but they’re talking about a lack of opportunity to do so.  Why does this matter?  This final quote from Hyatt sums it up nicely, “The opportunities for engagement in dialogue between markers and student writers are important, so that students are not simply disempowered apprentices, but people who can actually challenge and transform information.”  Our current view on our research project is that to secure engagement with feedback, it may help to develop strategies which support interaction, mimicking the positive dialogue students seem to want, strategies which recognise the nature of the staff-student relationship, that support the students in challenging the information that they are given.
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