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Feedback may feel like this… 

An eternity of 

endless labour, 

useless effort and 

frustration… 

Homer 8th Century 

BC 



Or like its 21st century equivalent 



Why feedback is broken, why it 

matters, and how we can fix it 



Why feedback matters 

1) “Feedback is the single most important factor in student 

learning” (Hattie, 2009) 

 

2) Diminishing learning gains:  

 Grades only  

  Grade + feedback  

   Feedback only (Black & Wiliam, 1998) 

    = Formative feedback matters. 

 



Why assessment is broken 

Design factors 

Tacit philosophies  

Dialogue and relationship 

Educational paradigms 



 

How we can fix it… 



A key distinction 

 Summative assessment carries a grade which counts toward 

the degree classification. It is generally considered ‘high risk’ 

by students. 

 

 

 Formative assessment consists of comments and does not 

usually carry a grade (‘uncorrupted’ formative). In the TESTA 

project, formative assessment is defined as requiring to be 

done by all students. 

 

 

 

 

 



 Jessop, T. , El Hakim, Y. and Gibbs, G. (2014)  The whole is greater 

than the sum of its parts: a large-scale study of students’ learning in 

response to different assessment patterns.  Assessment and 

Evaluation in Higher Education. 39(1)  73-88. 

 

 23 programmes  

 8 universities 

 1220 questionnaire responses 

 47 student focus groups 

 247 students in focus groups 

 

 Jessop, T. and Maleckar, B. (2014) The Influence of disciplinary 

assessment patterns on student learning: a comparative study. Studies 

in Higher Education. 

  

 18 programmes  

 8 universities 

 3 discipline groups 

 762 student questionnaire responses 
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Based on educational principles 

 ‘Time-on-task’ (Gibbs 2004) 

Challenging and high expectations (Chickering and 

Gamson 1987) 

Prompt, detailed, specific, developmental, dialogic 

feedback (Gibbs 2004; Nicol 2010) 

 Internalising goals and standards (Sadler 1989; Nicol 

and McFarlane-Dick 2006) 

Deep learning (Marton and Saljo 1976) 

 



Finding 1: Modular design renders 

feedback less effective 

Great for furniture 

Not always great 

for feedback and 

assessment 



Design issues  

Too much summative 

 

Huge increases in summative - range of UK 

summative assessment 12-68 over three years 

Indian and NZ universities – 100s of small 

assessments – busywork, grading as ‘pedagogies of 

control’ 

 

Disconnected feedback with ‘dangling’ data (Boud 2013) 

 

 



Two minute pause 

1. What quote, phrase 

or word resonates 

for you? 

 

2. What central 

problem or issue 

does it highlight? 

 

3. Any ideas for fixing 

the problem? 

 



What students say 

 Because they have to mark so many that our essay 

becomes lost in the sea that they have to mark. 

 

 Now, after two months, I don’t even remember what I’ve 

put down.  And even if you give me feedback, I would be, 

like, “did I write that?”  And it’s almost not that helpful, no 

matter what they say anymore. 

 

 If it's too long you forget what you've done, what your 

thought-processes were at the time and why you wrote 

certain things and it's kind of hard to relate the feedback 

to what you were doing when you wrote the essay. 

 

 



 That’s the key thing - you need to have essays back, your first essays 

back in order write you second one. 

 

 It’s difficult because your assignments are so detached from the next 

one you do for that subject. They don’t relate to each other. 

 

 Because it’s at the end of the module, it doesn’t feed into our future 

work. 

 

 We don’t get much time to think. We finish one assignment and the 

other one is knocking at the door. 

 

 

 

What students say… 



More summative = more learning? 



A student’s lecture to her professors 

The best approach from the student’s perspective is to focus 

on concepts. I’m sorry to break it to you, but your students are 

not going to remember 90 per cent – possibly 99 per cent – of 

what you teach them unless it’s conceptual…. when broad, 

over-arching connections are made, education occurs. Most 

details are only a necessary means to that end.  

 

http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/a-students-

lecture-to-professors/2013238.fullarticle#.U3orx_f9xWc.twitter 



Finding 2: Modular design 

squeezes out formative tasks and 

feed-forward 

 The ratio of formative to summative in UK universities is 

about 1:4 

 

 In focus groups, very few students describe encountering 

formative tasks. 

 

 Students value formative feedback but it is rare. 



What students say… 

 

 It didn’t actually count so that helped quite a lot because it was 

just a practice and didn’t really matter what we did and we 

could learn from mistakes so that was quite useful. 

 

 Getting feedback from other students in my class helps. I can 

relate to what they’re saying and take it on board.  I’d just shut 

down if I was getting constant feedback from my lecturer. 

 

 I find more helpful the feedback you get in informal ways week 

by week, but there are some people who just hammer on 

about what will get them a better mark. 

 

 

 



What students say… 

 I reckon the feedback given between the draft and when we 

actually had to submit the first essay, was quite good.  

Because it did help me realise that errors I’m prone to making, 

without having to make them, if that makes any sense.   

 

 The most helpful I’ve had is when it’s not been feedback on the 

final essay but on the proposal for it, and you can look at what 

you’ve done and review how you might go about structuring it. 

 

 Once you get the feedback from like a practice thing then you 

know how to write the assessments properly. 



Finding 2: Fixing formative  

What formative 
assessment have you 
participated in or 
designed? 
 

What are the barriers 
to students doing 
formative tasks? 
 

Any ideas for 
overcoming them? 



Finding 3: Tacit philosophies 

influence feedback 



What students say… 

 It told you some of the problems but it doesn’t tell you how 
you can manage to fix that.  It was, “Well, this is the problem.”  
I was like, “How do I fix it?”  They said, “Well, some people 
are just not good at writing.” 
 

 Sometimes they just scratch through a bit and then they don’t 
really say how you could change it.  They say like ‘No’ or 
‘Don’t put this in’ and you think ‘Well what do I put there? How 
do I change it?’  It’s quite soul destroying. 
 

 I feel like I don’t want to book a tutorial because they don’t 
care. I know I am right to want that but I feel awkward doing it. 
 

 When you do go and see them, they just rush through and it’s 
just as fast as possible. 
 

 

 



What students say… 

 If you go for help you can say “I’m struggling. I don’t know 

where I’m going wrong...” and they just pacify you.  “No, you’re 

doing fine. Carry on the way you’re going” and the next thing 

you know is that you’re not doing as well as you think because 

they’re not giving you constructive criticism, which is what you 

need. 

 

 They just pacify really. I went for help and they just told me what 

I wanted to hear, not what I needed to know. 

 

 The kinds of things where it says, you know, this line of 

argumentation is wrong, or this assumption you’re making is 

wrong or something, is actually useful. 

 



Here are some ways 

in which you can 

improve… 

Some people are 

just not good at 

writing… 



Finding 4: Mass higher education 

has diminished dialogue, the 

personal and relational  



What students say 

 It was like ‘Who’s Holly?’  It’s that relationship where you’re 

just a student. 

 

 Here they say ‘Oh yes, I don’t know who you are. Got too 

many to remember, don’t really care, I’ll mark you on your 

assignment’. 

 

 When I first started, I cared more and then I thought ‘Are they 

actually taking any of this in?  Are they making a note of my 

progress or anything?’ 

 

 

 



What students say… 
 Once we’ve had spoken feedback, it’s gone. It’s much better, and 

more personal, but then it’s gone. 
 

 We’ve had screencast, and audio feedback. You can see tutors 
interacting with your piece, which is interesting. It really helped 
me in terms of structure, and also with the method.  
 

 I liked the screen-casting. It was really good. And sometimes it’s 
better than going to the lecturer, because I don’t feel 
embarrassed and can keep going back to it. 
 

 I’d much rather sit down and get into a discussion with someone 
because then if you don’t understand something you can still ask 
why or say you don’t understand.  

 
 

 

 



Feedback is about educational 

paradigms… 



Transmission model 



Social-constructivist model 



How to fix it 

• A&F not an after thought in programme design 

• Fewer summative tasks for measurement 

• More formative tasks  

• Students collaborate and produce for meaning 

• Programme teams work together on A&F design 

Better 
design  

• Feedback breaks down modular silos 

• Feedback becomes a dialogue 

• Students are involved in feedback processes, 
self and peer 

• Technology personalises feedback 

• Students co-create feedback 

Feedback 
connects 



 Improvements in NSS scores on A&F – from bottom quartile in 

2009 to top quartile in 2013 

 3/7 programmes with 100% satisfaction ratings post-TESTA 

 All TESTA programmes have some movement upwards on NSS 

A&F scores 

 Programme teams are talking about A&F and pedagogy 

 Periodic review processes include a design phase using TESTA  

to connect assessment, feedback and curriculum design 

 Curriculum as a ‘complicated conversation’ (Pinar, 2011). 

 

Impacts at Winchester 
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