
Principles for effective feedback: Appendix A

Developing an institutional policy on turn-around time and feedback
“A turn-around time is a highly sensitive matter, we suppose that successful introduction of guidelines requires full discussion with the academic staff involved and some consensus.” (Thompson & Castro, 1988)
Numerous educational researchers and academics have shown that assessment is at the heart of the student experience in HE (Brown & Knight, 1994). For most, it defines the curriculum (Ramsden, 1992) and is the dominant influence on the way students learn (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006; Gibbs & Simpson 2005). Students’ disappointment with untimely feedback on their assessed work is expressed through negative views in surveys such as the NSS (HEFCE, 2008) and through verbal and written feedback evidenced through research (O’Brien & Sparshatt, 2007). Prompt and effective feedback has also emerged as a key issue in promoting student learning (Race, 2007). Slow feedback is considered by many to be a significant contributing factor in the drop-out rates of external students and some students report that slow feedback is a contributor to stress. Walker (2006) also identifies ‘modularisation’ as problematic: when feedback is provided after completion it can be isolated since it is not obviously applicable to the next component of the programme. Whilst a well established tutorial and PDP system may mitigate this effect, student engagement with personal tutors at an academic level is currently less than systematic at CCCU. 
Current practice on turn-around time varies significantly across the University. Many staff believe that there is a ‘standard’, however, this standard varies between modules on the same programme and between faculties. A straw poll will yield numbers from 3 - 8 weeks for commitment to returning work and in practice this extends even further in some cases. Staff quite rightly point to their workload and the practicalities of marking large numbers of assignments in a short time and are resistant to the idea of a standardised turn-around time across the University. However, students’ experience of practice appears to leave them dissatisfied with the status quo in many cases, if the NSS figures for the sector and CCCU are taken at their face value. 
Staff, who spend many hours marking and writing constructive feedback, also express their frustration with what appears to be students’ mechanistic approach to learning, manifest through an exclusive interest in ‘the mark’ apparently to the exclusion of any interest in the feedback itself. 
Divergence in perceptions and practice: the academic- student gap
O'Brien & Sparshatt (2008) believe their research showed a lack of shared perceptions and practice between students and staff. Based on their study of perceptions on feedback they recommend that institutions take ‘a less managerial view of how to create successful feedback, to develop an ongoing narrative between staff and students where each party discovers each other's values, views and practice, and a dialogue is created in which the nature of feedback and what makes it 'good' can be usefully explored’. This could be expressed as ‘managing expectations’ but it requires both parties to gain a better understanding of each other’s perceptions and practice.
	
	Staff and Students agree 
	Staff and students do not agree 

	Perception Similarities /Conflicts 
	1 

Students' expectations of staff's ideas of feedback practice match staff's ideas of students’ expectations  


	3 

Students' expectations of staff's ideas of feedback practice do not match staff's ideas of students’ expectations 

	Staff Practice in Comparison with Student Expectations 
	2 

Staff's actual practice does not match students' expectations 
	4 

Staff's actual practice matches students' expectations 


Figure 1: Expectations Gap Model (O'Brien & Sparshatt)

“For example, staff correctly believe that timely feedback “is very important to students, as borne out by the literature (e.g. Lea and Street, 1998). However, students incorrectly believe that staff think it is unimportant to students (see Figure 1), due in a large part to actual practice (Boxes 3 and 2). Discussions with students showed that, in reality, students do think staff know they value the speedy return of feedback (Box 1) but actual practice does not match expectations (Box 2), and their feelings of frustration override rational thinking about staff practice. Some students recognise the problems staff face in returning feedback quickly, e.g. workloads, but their constantly disappointed expectations mean they express negative views in surveys such as the NSS because they feel staff do not care about them. This highlights the need to address the practical process and system issues that often affect feedback, rather than overly concentrating on developing academic staff practice.”
Is length of turn-around time the issue?
A major Australian study (Thompson & Castro, 1988) specifically asked if the length of turn-around time was the issue and concluded that it was not an issue of equal significance to all students:

· Assignment turn-around seems most critical for first year students (especially for the first assignment) or students who are involved for the first time with a particular course (see Whittle & Bonnett, 2008).
· Students who are confident and autonomous learners also tend to be less concerned with prompt feedback than their less confident, inexperienced counterparts.
· Turn-around seems to be less significant for students whose assignments have little (if any) sequential relationship.
· Where the pedagogical role of feedback is minimised by isolated modules, prompt return is significant only to indicate a satisfactory result and justify marking decisions. 
· Students who use other feedback (such as telephone, e-mail, or continue contact with tutors are, again, less dependent on assignment turn-around. Isolated students (this could extend to students on placement) appear particularly dependent on rapid return of their assignments. 
· Where students are expected to work in a sequential way, either within a module or between modules, they should receive feedback on their work in time for it to be of use in the preparation of their next assignment.
· Slow feedback is considered by many to be a significant contributing factor in the drop-out rates of external students. 
Thompson & Castro (1988) caution that there are particular practices which can contribute to students’ overall experience of receiving effective feedback:

· Late submission, extensions and the decision to hold back marks until all scripts are marked can delay results for students who were punctual and deserve more priority than those submitting late.

· Greater support should be given to inexperienced markers. Not only should they receive clear guidelines, but also fewer scripts. Exchanging experience as marking proceeds can ‘clarify expectations’, help solve any problems and assist in standardising marking. If markers were more confident about their task they would work more efficiently and turn-around time should be reduced. 

· Part-time assessors felt that they were ‘exploited’ in terms of salary and conditions and thus it was not incumbent on them to inconvenience themselves to complete work speedily. Equally, some especially conscientious markers found the notional time indicated insufficient.
· Administrative procedures must support both students and markers. As assignment turn-around is an important aspect of student support, a complete assignment tracking system that provides accurate and comprehensive records for all students in all courses should be established.
The study concludes that “whilst clear and realistic guidelines should promote efficient turn-around, it would be inappropriate to specify an arbitrary period”. It is necessary to recognise divergence: in courses and their assessment pattern, although a turn-around time of twenty-one days may be most acceptable in the case of end of module assignments. If institutional management are concerned about the student experience of submitting and returning work then they should invest in an effective information system that reflects their priorities. Within their study of Health Science students Poulos & Mahoney (2007) also demonstrated “that effectiveness of feedback extends beyond mode of delivery and timeliness ….”.
However, from the UK HE sector, there is evidence that HEIs who have actively promoted and achieved a shorter turn-around time have received better feedback in the NSS results.
The nature of feedback

Walker (2006) found four main themes in her exploration of students’ perceptions of unhelpful feedback. These were: comments which are too general (or vague), lacked guidance, focused on the negative, or were unrelated to the assessment criteria and learning outcomes. She argues that staff’s written-response styles can affect students’ response to academic discourse, i.e. until students are confident, a balance between positive and critical feedback is required which guides the student on how to improve their performance against the assessment criteria. Poulos & Mahoney (2007) established that the effectiveness of the feedback also extends to the credibility of the lecturer.
Reducing turn-around time to make feedback more useful 

Whilst reducing turn-around time through the imposition of an arbitrary time limit will not be popular with academics, there are a number of feedback strategies which have been evidenced as lightening the burden of marking and thus reducing the turn-around time.
1. Computer Aided Assessment (CAA) can take many forms and offers staff and students a mechanism for providing rapid feedback without the pressure of marking a large number of scripts in a short space of time. Online testing at HE level does attract criticism due to a perception that it cannot assess higher level cognitive skills. However, the increasing sophistication of testing software can offer opportunities to test knowledge, understanding and synthesis. The main benefits of CAA are the rapidity of providing marks but, more powerfully, the availability to provide feedback which can be as detailed as the marker wishes against each question and tailored to the particular response the student made (Kerns et al., 2005). There is considerable evidence within the University that students and staff are benefiting from the use of CAA provided through the Blackboard VLE and the QuestionMark online testing system.
2. The use of statement banks and electronic templates can speed up writing feedback and contribute to the quality of feedback (Heinrich et al., (2008). A study conducted at Swansea University (Case, 2007) addressed the pressure to provide rapid, inadequate and superficial summative feedback in the face of large group sizes. Marking time was reduced through use of an electronic feedback template.  Forms were devised which explicitly incorporated the assessment criteria relevant to each student’s grade as the main feedback element, augmented by a series of specific statements drawn from a pre-formulated statement bank. The system was chosen to save time and effort reiterating comments on scripts relating to common student weaknesses. Additionally students were offered the opportunity of a personal, follow-up meeting with their tutor in order to discuss their feedback further and to receive guidance. The response of students was positive and their performance improved. 
“Reconfiguring and realigning assessment feedback has induced criminology students at Swansea to receive, attend to and act upon their feedback, including a focus on criteria for assessment success (e.g., amelioration of errors, meeting assessment criteria) and active self-evaluation.”
Formative and summative assessment

As the CCCU Strategic Principles for Assessment say, formative and summative are different uses of assessment, rather than different types of assessment. Formative and summative uses of assessment have important things in common. Both involve some form of judgment of the students’ work and attainment. If the work receives comments intended to guide the students’ future work, as well as a mark or grade which will affect the student’s progression or final award, the assessment is both formative and summative. 
Summative assessment often attempts to meet two very different objectives; to justify the award of a grade through application of assessment criteria and provide feed-forward ‘formative feedback’ of use in subsequent assignments. Whilst the two uses of assessment are not exclusive in terms of the feedback they provide (marks are a form of feedback) without some detail about how the marks were awarded they give little or no indication of ways to improve performance. So, although all types of assessment can be formative, summative or both, it is useful when reviewing feedback practice to analyse it with these different objectives separated out. 
Effective feedback is both appropriate and timely (Ramsden, 2003) defined by its ability to inform in a constructive way the progress of the students through their studies. The potential for feedback to have a formative use wanes the further from the point of submission the feedback is given. Beyond a certain point (three working weeks?) the mark and its justification are probably all many students will engage with.
So what extent are feed-forward comments, provided on summative work, likely to be effective weeks after it is submitted? Is it surprising that students simply look at the grade and a justification for it and consider it of no further use? Why do we invest so much effort in the retrospective provision of detailed feedback on scripts which would be better deployed at a point when students can act on it, i.e. during a module, as they prepare for an assignment or examination? Separating out grading, post submission, from formative feedback linked to the forthcoming assessment, can be liberating when planning feedback strategies. 
Engaging students with marking and feedback
An alternative to trying to provide effective feedback on summative assessments is to engage students with evaluating their own work, prior to submission, thus being less reliant on written feedback at some stage in the future (Brown, 2005). A number of studies have established empirical evidence that strategies for engaging students more fully in marking and grading before submission can have significant effects on academic performance (Handley et al., 2007). 
Enhancing students’ awareness and understanding of learning outcomes and the assessment criteria can employ:
· Self-evaluation/marking: Rust et al. (2003) established a significant change in performance through what they termed an ‘intervention’. This involved students in preparation work for participation in a workshop where they discussed and marked scripts provided by the tutor. Additionally they submitted a self-assessment sheet along with their coursework  when they handed it in at the end of the first term.
· Peer-evaluation/marking: Coleman (2001) demonstrated an improvement in pass rates and quality of reports by enhancing the students’ comprehension of the assessment process and the feedback applied to an assignment. 
· Model answers are a mechanism for engaging students with the assessment criteria and evaluation of the quality or their own work which is explored in Handley & Cox (2007) and Huxham (2007).   
Handley et al. (2007) demonstrate that giving formative feedback on drafts is usually more effective than feedback given on the final version. This suggests that staff time should be shifted towards the draft, with only a summative mark or grade being given on the final version. Furthermore, in some cases a combination of written notes and short meetings for dialogue may be less time-consuming than the writing up of detailed feedback. The volume of feedback is less important than exploiting its pedagogic potential. Lizzio & Wilson (2008) showed that developmental feedback was most strongly associated with students’ evaluations of effective assessment feedback.
Engaging in a dialogue around feedback

Whatever types of feedback are offered to students their preference is usually for an opportunity to have a dialogue about their work with a tutor. Within the staff: student ratio in HE this can be difficult to sustain or even arrange. However, across the sector, and with this University, students are being offered this opportunity, even if this is not for every assessment item. Creativity is a key to providing opportunities for students to discuss feedback, with one-to-one tutorials only provided where they are necessary. The University has a Personal Development Planning policy which specifically offers a model for students to engage actively with feedback they receive, particularly when prompted by periodic tutor-student engagement focused on academic progression. Where PDP has been introduced as a review process it has been warmly welcomed by students. The SU at CCCU has specifically asked for PDP and academic review to be supported.
Developing a set of principles for effective feedback

One way of reframing assessment discourse is to see it as “informing judgments for future decision making about learning” (Boud, 2007). Although grading is part of informing judgments grades are bounded by the HE context in which they are provided. What a student should take away from being assessed in HE is the capacity to make appropriate future judgments within changing and often unique circumstances. Developing judgment is achieved through providing timely and effective feedback which is evaluated and acted on by students. Effective feedback should therefore be given a high priority in curriculum planning and programme management.
The conditions under which assessment supports student learning can be summarized under five headings (Bryan & Clegg, 2006):
1. Quantity and distribution of student effort

2. Quality and level of student effort

3. Quantity and timing of feedback

4. Quality of feedback

5. Student response to feedback

The last three are based on the quality and use of feedback which is as important as the timing (Baume 2009):
· Feedback that comes too late is worthless

· Feedback that isn’t understood is worthless

· Feedback that isn’t acted on is worthless

· Feedback that is wholly negative is damaging

· Feedback that doesn’t indicate what a student needs to do in the future (feed-forward) is less valuable

Sadler (1989) proposed three conditions required for students to benefit from feedback. 
They should clearly be told:
1. What the feedback process is for

2. What form it will take

3. What will be expected of them 
The responsibility of the tutor is to ensure that feedback is timely, understood and constructive (i.e. offers indicators of what the student can do to improve). Tutors need to create opportunities for students to act on feedback they have received. This needs to be done around classroom assessment and short tasks rather than attached to end of course assessments. Module design needs to use a proportion of face-to-face time to make these ‘interventions’ possible. Research suggests interventions (Rust, Price & Donovan, 2003) taking as little as 90 minutes, can be a powerful and cost-effective strategy for enhancing grades.
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