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Hello, I’m Steve Swithenby from the Open University in the UK.  And I would like to talk to you about feedback, and challenge you with the suggestion that some feedback is a waste of time.  Now when I say that, I’m not wishing to undermine the central role that feedback has in assessments, far from it.  But I want to suggest to you that we can make feedback more effective.

Let’s start by thinking a little bit about assessment and feedback as part of the learning process.  The view I’ve got of this is not a new one, it’s been understood for a long time that assessment is a driver of learning.  Derek Rowntree has made a pungent statement about if we wish to discover the truth about an educational system, we must first look to its assessment.  And here we have an assessment task driving learning, that the student is responding to that task by engaging in learning.  And the output from the student is then moderated by the teacher, the teacher being a representative of the expert community.  Now ideally, that teacher is then feeding back to the student a new task, because that new task will drive learning.  So that’s, if you like, a fairly conventional view of the way in which assessment and learning and feedback interact.  

And within that sort of view people have discussed the criteria that must be met if assessment is to generate learning appropriately.  And from all these analyses, two factors emerge.  One is engagement.  I mean there is no way in which a person can engage in learning unless they are actually attending to it, they’re taking some interest in the proceedings.  And the other factor, and the one that is the topic of this discussion today, is feedback, the nature of the feedback, and the quality of the timing of that feedback.  

Here we have perhaps a slightly inappropriate feedback, in that it’s very marks focused, and the person has learnt that they’ve passed their test.  That now qualifies them to be a driver, but what about all the imperfections in their driving?  We’re not driving, in this case a new learning activity for this novice.  That’s why, I suppose, so many accidents occur in the first year after people pass their test.

Now this understanding of the roles of engagement and feedback has been talked about by many people.  There’s some very nice reviews recently by Nichol and MacFarlan and Dick.  Or one which has guided a lot of my thinking is by Gibson and Simpson.  And what they did is to look at a number of criteria which could influence the effectiveness of the assessment process, the assessment for learning.  They came up with five criteria, five groups of criteria.  Three of those refer to feedback.  And I’d like to offer you some evidence of the evaluation of the effectiveness of feedback that I, and a number of colleagues, have carried out.  Because quite often, if you look at your existing practice, you might be driven to the view that your feedback is pretty good.  And I think you have to look rather carefully at such data to see whether it’s actually right. 

This is some data from the Open University.  Now the Open University did extremely well in the UK’s national students’ survey recently, in fact it came right at the top.  And one of the reasons was because of the quality of the feedback processes, this feeling that the student is very well supported by the tutor.  So in that context, it’s interesting to look at the data from a survey which looks at feedback.  We run something called The Assessment Experience Questionnaire, which looked at the Gibson and Simpson criteria for assessment for learning.  

Here are two of the groups of questions.  One group of questions or assertions is about the quantity and timing of feedback.  So students were given statements and asked whether they disagreed or agreed with those statements.  So the statement in this case was ‘I get plenty of feedback on what I am doing’, where we might hope for a positive response.  And indeed, as you can see, there is a good positive response, 74% of students are agreeing with that statement, and a rather smaller proportion are disagreeing.  Similarly in the group of statements which are about the quality of feedback, we’re getting strong endorsements of what we’re doing.  ‘Feedback helps me understand things better’, statements of that sort, 74% agreed, a very high proportion.  So everything’s hunky-dory, we’re doing very well aren’t we?

But actually, if we go back to the questionnaire, and we ask about another group of statements about what students actually did with the feedback, ‘Is the feedback used?’  Now there we get just a hint that maybe things aren’t quite as good as we would hope.  Here the positive responses drop down to about 60% when students were asked about their active use of the feedback.  Now we wondered whether this was an indication that there was a bit of a problem.  So colleagues went back and carried out follow-up discussions, focus groups with students, to ask them in more detail about their responses in this area: how did they use the feedback?  And there we got rather alarming results.  A typical response was that the student looked at the marks and then put the script away – with perhaps some good intentions, “Yes I’ll pull it out later and use it for revision.”  “But did you?”  No, by and large, people didn’t.  And the picture that emerged was of a rather passive acceptance of feedback.  We weren’t seeing feedback as being an active driver of new tasks.

So we began to think about: well why is the feedback not being used?  And of course there could be a very large number of answers to these questions, and I’m just going to go through a few of the reasons.  Here is a rather heavily annotated script, very heavily annotated, in fact in some cases indecipherably annotated.  Unfortunately, even at the elementary level of transmitting the feedback in an understandable form, this isn’t doing the business, even though a tutor here has put a tremendous amount of work, clearly, into providing comment which is relevant to the student’s performance.  And in some cases, and you won’t be able to see it here, in some cases the language that’s used isn’t appropriate, it can’t be understood.  The discourse of the teacher and the discourse of the student are different, and that can happen in rather unusual ways, it’s quite easy to fall into that trap.

Another reason why feedback might not be used is – here we’ve got rather less feedback – that it might be very strongly focused on, after all, what students demand from you, marks, grades.  Focus on marks, so here we’ve got 4+2, 4 and 2.  What does the +2 mean?  Is that a bonus?  No explanation.  So what does the + mean?  That drives the student to this preoccupation with trying to decode what the tutor is saying to them.  And of course if it’s marks focused, it’s also backward looking, it’s actually looking back on previous achievement rather than driving that future learning.

Another reason why feedback might not be used is if you look at the nature of the comments that we make, and here we’re again talking about written comments.  And here I’m talking about a study by Evelyn Brown and colleagues, in which they looked at the written comments on scripts and classified them according to the type of comments.  And here you can see the overwhelming proportion of the comments that are made are about the content.  Some of them are motivating, and some of them encourage feeding forward into future learning, but that’s a rather small proportion compared with the overwhelming number which are about the content.  Now I don’t know whether that will actually come through in exactly the same way in every subject, in fact we have some evidence that it doesn’t, but even so it’s a tendency which we have seen across a fairly wide range of courses.  So these comments are being made at the wrong level, they’re not providing guidance as to how the person moves from an inadequacy of content to close that performance gap, they’re not feeding forward into future action.  They’ve focused on content as well, rather than on skills which may actually add some more longevity to the comments, the relevance of the comments.

So I’ve roundly criticised our practice, even though I’m sure we’re doing an awful lot of things that are really pretty good.  How would we do better?  Well there are, again, a very large number of ways in which we can do this better.  Some of them start from the very conception of the course, or the module, with which one is concerned.  Can we design our modules so that students have the opportunity to benefit from feedback?  After all, if you design something which just moves on from Topic A to Topic B to Topic C, and the feedback is always about the previous topic rather than the one with which you are now concerned, then it’s hardly surprising if students don’t focus on the feedback that you’re offering, it’s not relevant to their future task.  But if you offer an iterative design where students slowly build their achievements in a way in which the feedback can feed forward into the next task, into the next performance, then you’ve got a much greater likelihood that they are going to engage with the feedback that you’re offering.

You can separate out grading and teaching.  Understandably, students are marks obsessed, but can we in some way separate out the marks that we offer to the student, from the teaching that we’re offering to students, and require an attention to be given to that teaching?  Perhaps by using the marks focus, in the sense that that teaching will help you gain better marks in the future.  And then of course, what you might also do, is you might encourage other people to take part in this feedback process, for example, by making use of techniques such as peer assessment, and other people within this series will be talking about that topic.

At the assignment level, the individual practitioner level, there are other things that we can do.  We can focus our comments, rather than giving students a huge array of comments we can focus on the key issues for them, give them some guidance as to what their priorities should be in their further learning, rather than commenting on everything.  We can think beyond the content to the skills, which is something that I said earlier will help to give your comments some longevity.  And emphasising those skills which have some generic relevance, they’re likely to be used therefore in the immediate future.

And finally, I would suggest to you that you can do all this without any extra effort.  In this particular case, less may be more.  Here are some references.
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