Feedback

Feedback quality may have more impact on student achievement than any other factor (Hattie). 

Students need information more than just praise or encouragement.  They need to know:

1. What they are aiming for – (Goals) (tasks, assessment criteria, the nature of good work, etc)

2. Where they are now in relation to these goals - (Medals)

3. How to close the gap between where they are now, and the goals - (Missions)

They can get this feedback from others, but must learn to provide it for themselves.

Self-Monitoring: “an indispensable condition for improvement” (Sadler ’89)
Sadler explains that students need to be able to give themselves feedback while they are working.  To do this they need to know the goals, and to be able to evaluate the work in progress. The cycle on the left shows this process.  More important are the questions about how teachers can improve their student’s self-monitoring skills.  (on the right).


How students can learn to improve their own work
According to Sadler’s ‘gap analysis’, in order to improve something they are working on a student must:

1. Understand the goals (tasks, criteria, etc)
2. Evaluate (self-assess) accurately to find where their work is in relation to these goals
3. Know strategies that will enable them to close the gap between their work in progress, and the goals.
Also, as Carol Dweck has shown students must believe in their ability to improve, rather than attributing ability to innate talent or IQ as nearly half of students do.  The following strategies show students how to improve, but at least as important, they demonstrate to students that improvement is possible.
Students find it difficulty to clarify goals

Many students suffer from ‘failure of intent’, that is, they are trying to do the wrong thing because they have misinterpreted the tasks and assessment criteria and other goals. Consequently they are striving in the wrong direction. They fail not because they are unable to produce good work, but because they don’t know what it is.  For example if asked to ‘accurately evaluate your business plan’ they might believe this means ‘write down all its good points’.  Even this misinterpreted intention they might get wrong, because they don’t know the characteristics of a good business plan.  

Students are often unaware of their own difficulty here.  Many believe they know what good work looks like, while being hopelessly wrong about this.  ‘Failure of intent’ is common in every curriculum area.

How can we teach students the meaning of our tasks and assessment criteria so that the goals are clear to them?  If we can, then at least they will be able to strive in the right direction!  This is both more important, and more difficult than most teachers imagine.  Capable students can fail if teachers don’t get this right.  What follows are some methods to try.  

Give clear Assessment Criteria.  The criteria must explain the characteristics of good work.  Avoid terms such as ‘excellent’ or ‘good’ and other qualitative descriptors.  These beg the very question they are supposed to answer!  For example, what exactly is an ‘excellent’ error analysis?  It would be better to describe the contents and characteristics of such an error analysis directly and in concrete terms.  Similarly, and more problematically, what is a ‘coherent argument for improving the marketing plan’ in a case study? 

The tasks, assessment criteria, and other goals that you give students should explain these goals in concrete terms as far as this is possible.  This is very hard to do, and even if you do it brilliantly, many students will not understand them.  

Well written tasks and criteria and not sufficient to clarify goals.  Here are a few examples of some assessment criteria for an assignment on an AVCE in Business course.  The students have to produce a business plan for a new product or service and evaluate this.  The criteria are well written, but the student will still find the underlined words difficult to interpret:


To achieve an E grade your work must show:



Basic judgements about the viability of your business plan



Justification of the approach taken to the construction of your plan


To achieve a grade C your work must show:



An accurate evaluation of the business plan using appropriate evaluation tools


To achieve an A grade your work must show:



Viable
 marketing, production and financial alternatives in your assessment of your business plan …..

Students can find tasks just as difficult to interpret as assessment criteria.  The task below is well written, but again many students will not understand the underlined phrase well.



“Make effective use of IT spreadsheets to present your financial projections”

Clear tasks and assessment criteria are very important, and very helpful for the student, but can never be sufficient.  Here are some activities to help students ‘decode’ these goals and learn how to meet them.


“Snowballing” assessment criteria

Students are asked to reflect on a task they have just completed, an essay on Cromwell say, or a spreadsheet they have designed, or a maths homework they did which deliberately did not have criteria given.  This is a useful exercise at the beginning of a course.

1. Students are asked to work alone to write the characteristics of a good piece of work.  

2. They then get together in pairs and combine their criteria.  

3. The pairs get into fours and combine their criteria into an agreed list.  

4. The teacher then asks each group of four in turn for one criteria, and comments on this, writing it up if it is useful.  If it is not useful the teacher asks for an improvement of the criteria from another group and explores any misconceptions.

5. Gradually an agreed set of good criteria are developed and explained.  Misconceptions can now be corrected (which is a key advantage of this approach) and the real goals explained.

The criteria produced in this way will be better understood by the students and with luck will replace any misconceived criteria they had before.  If the criteria can be generalised, they can then be used for future work.  For example they can be used to produce an assessment proforma for self-assessment and target-setting.

Evaluating exemplars

An exemplar is an excellent piece of work.  It can act as a very useful model.  

Suppose students are about to embark on an assignment which will require them to write a business plan and then to evaluate it.  In preparation for this assignment they could be given a number of business plans and asked to evaluate them.  At least part of this evaluation should be carried out in class as it is a ‘high order’ task, and the teacher’s help will be required.  

The business plans provided by the teacher could be ‘spoofs’ produced for the purpose.  This enables the teacher to include common errors and omissions in the plans, and to provide others that are excellent models for the students to learn from.  Once the students have evaluated a few plans it helps greatly to ‘bridge’ towards the tasks the students are about to do.  Students could be asked questions such as 

‘What are the characteristics of an effective business plan? 

‘How are business plans evaluated?’

‘Have you any hints or tips for the production or evaluation of business plans?

This could be carried out as a ‘snowball’ activity as described above.  Then misconceptions would be ‘untaught’.

Another source of exemplars and work for students to evaluate is the work of past students on a course.  This work is often created by the students in electronic form and keeping a few examples from year to year is not difficult.  Exemplar work can be placed on the intranet, perhaps with annotated comments from the teacher.  Students will learn a great deal by perusing such work, as long as they can determine what is good work, and what is weak and why.

To begin with students may copy surface features o f good work and may take much longer to emulate the deep qualities.  This is often not as worrisome as some teachers believe. Copying is a way of learning, as art teachers know well, and once the student has gained from copying strategies, they can often learn to do things in their own way.  More exemplars will help, as they will show alternative ‘ways of doing it’.

Students marking real or spoof work

This is a powerful and underused strategy.  The student studies a number of pieces of anonymous student’s work.  This can be genuine, or it might have been produced by the teacher specifically for this activity.   As well as this work students are given model answers and mark schemes, and they are asked to assess the work.  The teacher asks the students to give their opinions of the work, concludes strengths and weaknesses, and draws attention to different strategies used by the students.  Students compare their marking with the teachers’.

As with all these activities, when it is over it helps to ask the students to state directly what they have learned, and to check this.  

Using ‘cognitive dissonance’ to challenge misconceptions about tasks and criteria

This is great fun for the teacher, and a big shock for students.  It needs to be done at the start of a course, and is a special case of the strategy above.  It is based on a strategy described by Graham Gibbs in ‘Teaching Students to Learn’.

Students are given two pieces of student’s work similar to work they must produce themselves.  They are spoof work produced for this task by the teacher.  One piece of work is bad, but looks impressive.  The other is good, but does not contain the strengths that students wrongly believe are required for good work.  For example:

· A humanities teacher gives the students two essays.  One is well argued, very concise, and well focussed on the essay title,  it is very short, but is an A grade piece of work.  There may be superficial weaknesses such as poor spelling, diagrams or use of IT.  The other essay is much longer, more eloquent, and contains a great deal of fine detail, but does not directly answer the question, and the arguments are biased, and not supported by evidence.  Much of the detail is redundant to the question.

Or:

· A mathematics teacher gives students two completed homeworks.  One is very neat, has all the correct answers (marked with a tick by the teacher), but the methods are overlong, working is very badly laid out, and methods are not clear or justified.  The other is neat enough, but not as neat as the other, has all the answers wrong because of silly slips (marked wrong by the teacher).  However, the methods are well chosen, very easy to follow, complete, and properly justified.

The students are asked to mark these two pieces of work, perhaps in class.  This could involve snowballing too.  They invariably give the worst work the best mark.  The teacher tells the students they have got it the wrong way round, gives them the ‘correct’ grades or marks, and then asks them, perhaps for a homework, to go away and work out where they went wrong.  This can cause considerable consternation, is never forgotten, and challenges student’s misconceptions very effectively.  

Giving students Medal and Mission feedback. 

This is dealt with in detail elsewhere.  Feedback on the student’s earlier work is hardly ever sufficient to enable the student to learn the evaluation skills, and make use of the best ‘moves’ to improve what they are working on at present.  It helps but can never be enough.  The design of the assessment proforma is very important, all the key criteria need to be  explicitly stated.

Explaining my work

This activity is a little like peer assessment but is more friendly.  Student have to show their work to a peer or peers and explain their approach.  This is common in Art and Design, and could be used elsewhere.  It helps students to see alternative ‘ways of doing it’.

You can ask students to explain the process that is ‘how they did it’ and ‘why I did it that way’ as well as the product: ‘what I produced’.  
Other methods to clarify goals and learn ‘alternative ‘moves’

Peer-assessment and self-assessment both greatly help students with the crucial task of clarifying tasks, assessment criteria, and other goals.  Students can mark work by comparing it with: assessment criteria; model answers; worked solutions; and/or mark-schemes.  For approaches to these very powerful methods which have been shown to double student attainment, see my handout on ‘Formative Teaching of Skills’.  Students greatly value both peer and self-assessment, and report that they learn a great deal from them.  

As well as clarifying goals, both peer-assessment and studying exemplars both help to increase the student’s “repertoire of moves”. That is, they help students learn different ‘ways of doing it’. (See the self-monitoring cycle)

The importance of using both criteria and exemplars

Learning from exemplars is ‘right brain’ and ‘inductive’ (see the diagram below).  Students often consider it easier to interpret goals from the characteristics of good work, (induction) than they do from interpreting assessment criteria (deduction). 

Animals learn from their parents and from other adults by copying, which is inductive.  Humans are animals(!) and it is possible that millions of years of evolution have ‘hard-wired’ us to learn well from inductive methods such as learning from exemplars, from demonstrations, and by copying etc.

Interpreting Criteria, involves students in ‘left-brain’, ‘deductive’, thinking and is often not so well liked, as it is considered more abstract.

Actually we need both inductive and deductive thinking to learn how to meet goals as the diagram below shows.  This is an example of ‘bridging’.

‘Bridging’ to clarify goals and learn how to meet them












Bridging and Kolb’s learning cycle

The learning/teaching sequence above follows Kolb’s learning cycle, as the small boxes in the middle of the above diagram shows.  This means that this is an excellent way to learn, and meets the needs of most learning styles. If a teacher just explains assessment criteria, and then leaves the students to interpret them, then this meets the needs of able, left-brain theorists and pragmatists only!


In order to use this cycle with maximum effectiveness it is important for the teacher to ask questions which move the students from box to box in the bridging diagram.

For example 

· What are the general characteristics of good work here?

· How did this piece of work meet the first three assessment criteria?

· Explain the assessment criteria in your own words

· Etc?

· How did these students go about evaluating their business plans?

· Which approaches did you like best and why?

· Can you think of any other approaches?

· Etc.

Showing students work, and even getting them to assess it is not enough.  They need to learn from it by being led round the learning cycle.  

Once you have done this, explain to students what you did to them!  Point out the strategy which is to ask:


What works?


Why?


How could I use that?

Ask them where else they already use, or could use this sequence of questions.  You could even tell them about Kolb’s learning cycle!



















Based on Sadler ’89 ‘Formative assessment and the design of instructional systems’ Instructional Science 18: pp 119-144





How can we increase our student’s “repertoire of moves”.  That is, how can they learn “different ways of doing it”. 





How can we motivate our students to want to make such improvements?




















How will students learn to evaluate for themselves? 


Without this skill they will be unable to improve their own work. 


How will they learn to interpret tasks and criteria given them by the teacher?  


How will they develop a ‘feel’ for what is good work?


This is very difficult as the tasks, assessment criteria, and other goals are often ‘fuzzy’, interconnected, and vague.  Many goals only take on a meaning when exemplified and illustrated with concrete examples. E.g. a student may wonder…


what is a ‘coherent argument’ 


what is a novel’s ‘theme’ as distinct from its plot?


what is an ‘effective error analysis’ in a lab report?


To complicate the matter further some criteria are not explicit.  A teacher may expect neat diagrams, but may not state this and anyway what does ‘neat’ mean in this context?


This is ‘guild knowledge’ and we need to bring students ‘into the know’ about this.  What are the ways of doing this?

















4. They choose an improvement strategy from a pool of appropriate moves








3. They see the gap between their actual work, and an ideal performance





2. They evaluate it accurately against a set of relevant and important criteria.


Some criteria may be  given by the teacher, some will be intuitive and personally constructed by the student.








5. They improve their work to close the gap





1. The student reviews work while it is still in progress








medal





mission





Goals





Missions


These are targets that help close the gap between the student’s performance and the goals. This needs to be specific and in terms of the processes they should adopt and/or the qualities of the work they should produce (product).


Could include:


Corrective work or other improvements of completed work


very short term targets that are forward looking and positive.  These should be challenging but achievable relating to process and/or product


Process models describing how to do a better job next time


Consider ‘learning loops’











Medals


Task centred information on what was done well, related to the goals, (this should usually be in the form of comments not grades or marks.)


Medals can be for ‘process’ (how they did it) as well as ‘product’.  Consider asking students to hand in their plans or ask for self-assessment or description of the process used


Regular recognition and celebration of achievement


Comments not marks grades or other normative feedback most of the time


Summative assessment every few weeks not continuously





Goals are set, explained, and used by the student


The teacher provides:


Assessment criteria that are:


derived from summative assessment criteria (so  all important skills are developed


quite detailed 


clearly explained


Exemplars: examples of good practice,  e.g. assignments with good grades from last year, the teacher’s worked examples, model answers etc





To clarify goals students can:


Self-assess against the criteria


Have work assessed by peers or teacher against the criteria


Examine models of good practice, worked solutions, and weaker work e.g. marking these against the criteria or comparing them  with their own work.  (See over the page)








Learn


(Theorist)





Review


(Reflector)





Apply


(Pragmatist)





Do


(Activist)

















So when the student gets new work they can:


Interpret new tasks accurately


pay careful attention to tasks and criteria


interpret new assessment criteria and other goals correctly


guess the unwritten criteria


plan how to meet these goals in practice using an increased repertories of ‘moves’





To learn:			(Review)


the general characteristics of good work


the meaning of assessment language e.g. ‘describe’ ‘explain’ ‘analyse’ ‘evaluate’ …


the meaning of goals such as assessment criteria and tasks


The unstated ‘tacit’ assessment criteria e.g. ‘describe it before you evaluate it’


different ways to achieve these goals in practice (especially if the student has a variety of pieces of to learn from)


the importance of interpreting tasks and criteria carefully


that success depends on ‘what I do’, not ‘what IQ’





abstract





apply





learn





deduction


From abstract to concrete to)





Induction


(From concrete to abstract)





Do





Do/review











So the student can use their:


improved interpretation  of tasks, assessment criteria, and unwritten criteria ..and their..


increased repertories of different strategies to meet goals…


and their increased self-belief





to produce better work





Student activity: 		


Studying exemplar work, to see how tasks and criteria were achieved.


Using assessment criteria; worked solutions; model answers; mark schemes etc:


Assess spoof work provided by the teacher


Peer assessment


Self assessment


Assess exemplar work 


Snowballing assessment criteria


etc








concrete








