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Executive summary 
1. With more universities developing strategic institutional approaches to learning, teaching and assessment the issue of feedback to students on assessment has been identified as an area of high priority in many law schools. 

2. Larger classes, greater student diversity and diminishing resources have reduced the opportunity for feedback, and if there is to be a consistently better student experience of feedback this will have to come from working smarter rather than working harder.

3. Feedback is a key component of quality of assessment and learning, and it is also an indicator of quality in relation to student progression and the academic experience generally.

4. With current student numbers the provision of feedback is a significant workload factor. 

5. Although many of our students appear to be in greater need of detailed feedback, there are also students who appear to value the grade more than the feedback and who do not appear to learn from comments on their marked work. 

6. Initially this research was intended to look at purely formative feedback. At undergraduate level, it soon became apparent that limited opportunities for formative feedback exist. Where such opportunities are provided, students are found not to submit work for formative feedback purposes and submit work for marking and feedback only when it carries credit weighting. 

7. In contrast with undergraduate students, virtually all Graduate Diploma in Law students avail themselves of the opportunity for formative feedback.

8. The research findings show that students were clearly capable of distinguishing between different features of feedback and evaluating them differentially. 

9. The student responses also show that there was little consistency in the perceived experience of feedback. This is of concern for quality assurance reasons, since if students report an inconsistent experience it is unlikely that there is a consistent approach in operation, and still less likely that this is the result of an effective feedback strategy.

10. Students also reported that the feedback they received did not meet their expectations, and they reported difficulty in making sense of tutor feedback or in acting on it. 

11. The above finding is potentially very important. It suggests that the lessons of subject review have not been learned, and that the energy being put into feedback is misdirected, since feedback is specifically perceived as not being adequately formative. 

12. From a staff perspective, there is concern that students fail to act upon feedback, sometimes to the extent of not collecting their marked work. 

13. Most staff considered that students usually take feedback seriously, and all staff considered feedback to be an important part of their role. 

14. The preferred method of feedback appears to concentrate on written comment on conventional coursework. This is one of the most time consuming methods. 

15. The research concludes that if the quality and effectiveness of feedback is to be improved, established assumptions will need to be revisited and student awareness of the various sources, forms and functions of feedback will need to be raised. 

16. During the course of the research it became clear that there were three areas needing further consideration:

a) The extent to which students recognised the existence of a range of feedback opportunities going beyond the obvious comments on marked work.

b) The extent to which staff make explicit their expectations on feedback and how students are to use it.

c) Which forms of feedback are most likely to be effective, both in the sense that students will make effective use of them and in the sense that they impose reasonable burdens on staff.

1
Introduction 

As a consequence of the move towards developing strategic institutional approaches to learning, teaching and assessment the issue of assessment feedback to students is an area of increasing concern. Feedback is also an indicator of quality in relation to assessment, student progression and the academic experience generally. Both Kingston
 and Nottingham Trent
 universities had identified feedback as action areas in their institutional learning and teaching continuation strategies and, as learning and teaching coordinators in their respective faculties, the authors decided to collaborate in a survey on the range of feedback techniques and practices used within their law schools. This project was designed to explore strategies to sustain and strengthen the quality of feedback in the context of larger classes and pressures on resources
. 

Although there exists a wide range of literature on assessment as a whole, there is relatively little research material specifically looking at the issue of feedback
. The focus of our survey was not on the content of feedback comments or how these are interpreted and acted upon by the students, rather the aim was to establish the range of feedback techniques and practices used and obtain information on student and staff perceptions of existing feedback practice. 

Nottingham and Kingston law schools were considered to be relatively representative of 'new' university law schools. The project considered three groups of students - the full time LLB undergraduate programmes at both law schools and the full time Graduate Diploma in Law programme at Nottingham. Both use the individual feedback sheet as the standard means of providing formal feedback. This represents a fairly typical traditional approach, and therefore allows the effectiveness of this approach to be assessed. The project explored current practice among staff engaged both in academic and vocational law teaching and reviewed existing practice in the light of the findings and wider pedagogic research.

The project aimed to explore the commonly held assumptions that:

1. Students are dissatisfied with the feedback they receive on their coursework.

2. Students are unclear as to the assessment criteria against which they are being judged.

3. Students do not value feedback or use feedback opportunities effectively.

The first assumption is borne out by student satisfaction surveys in some law schools, while the assumptions about criteria and the value of feedback are pervasive, but anecdotal.

The project aimed to test these assumptions through questionnaires designed to elicit responses about student and staff attitudes and experiences in relation to feedback. In the case of students these focused on: 

· whether or not they were clear on the requirements of the assessment tasks they were given, and the assessment criteria applied

· the extent to which the feedback they received reflected their needs and expectations

In the case of staff the questions focused on:

· the extent to which they regarded provision of feedback as important

· their perceptions of student reaction to feedback

· their preferred methods of providing feedback

In the light of these we then considered the extent to which feedback was perceived as effective, the extent to which our empirical findings were consistent with existing writing, and how feedback could realistically be enhanced.

By collecting empirical data about student experiences of feedback it was possible to make qualitative judgements about the effectiveness of current assessment and feedback systems. The focus of the survey was first to obtain the students' views on the helpfulness of the assessment feedback they received and secondly the tutors' perceptions of their role in providing feedback and in the effectiveness of the feedback. 

The project questionnaire was completed by LLB students at all three levels on courses at Nottingham and Kingston law schools (approximately 550 students in total). In order to draw comparisons between students following an LLB programme and those taking another programme, law students on the Graduate Diploma in Law (GDL) at Nottingham were also surveyed. The staff questionnaire was completed by about 40% of staff at both institutions. 

The aim of the research was to establish a knowledge base on current practice in providing feedback and also to provide an impetus for the development of good practice. Initially the intention was to look at purely formative feedback, but it soon became apparent that limited opportunities for this exist at undergraduate level. Where they do exist, undergraduate students are found not to submit work for formative feedback purposes, but only to submit work which carries credit weighting. In contrast, virtually all GDL students avail themselves of the opportunity for formative feedback. 
The findings show that students were clearly capable of distinguishing between different features of feedback and evaluating them differentially. There was, however, little consistency in their perceived experience of feedback. This is of concern for quality assurance reasons, since if the students report an inconsistent experience it is unlikely that there is a consistent approach in operation and still less likely that this is the result of an effective feedback strategy. 

Students also reported that the feedback they received did not meet their expectations and reported difficulty in making sense of tutor feedback or in acting on it. The question of managing student expectation in relation to feedback in higher education needs to be addressed, as the evidence indicates that many students expect the regular feedback and formative comments they received in school to be provided at university. 

Most staff surveyed considered that students usually take feedback seriously, and all staff considered feedback to be an important part of their role. The preferred method of feedback appears to concentrate on written comment on conventional coursework. This is one of the most time consuming methods. Larger classes, greater student diversity and diminishing resources have reduced the opportunity for feedback, and if there is to be a consistently better student experience of feedback this will have to come from working smarter rather than working harder.  

The research concludes that established assumptions about feedback will need to be revisited and student awareness of the various sources, forms and functions of feedback will need to be raised. If not, there is a danger of students becoming alienated and demotivated, with potential adverse impacts on retention and achievement.

2 
Rationale

A number of factors seem to indicate that there is a mismatch between expectation and reality in relation to feedback. We were motivated to undertake this research by a range of cumulative concerns arising out of our practice as lecturers and, crucially, in our roles of learning and teaching coordinators in our respective faculties.

First, the transfer to higher education, at least in law, represents quite a culture shock. Most full time law students, certainly in our two institutions, come predominantly directly from A level studies at school or college. There they are given regular feedback on essays and are encouraged to submit drafts of coursework assignments for formative comments. They then come to an environment where they are left largely to their own devices, with contact time dropping from 20 or so hours per week to approximately 10. In the case of Nottingham, there is no formal opportunity for feedback until after Christmas on the LLB, while at Kingston and on the Nottingham GDL the first opportunity comes after some six weeks
.

Secondly, it is generally recognised that good feedback on assessment can accelerate learning and enable students to achieve higher quality learning outcomes than they might have otherwise attained or enable them to attain these outcomes sooner or more rapidly. As Bradney and Cownie (1999) argue:

Assessment is a crucial part of the learning process. It enables students to gauge their progress, tutors to judge the effectiveness of teaching, and can also be used as a teaching tool, to give individuals or groups feedback designed to enable them to improve their performance in the future.
 It is also clear that students, who are likely to be spending significant amounts of their time working to support themselves financially, are increasingly reluctant to devote much time to activities which are not linked in some way to assessment. A study by Innes at Leeds Metropolitan University in 1996 found that about three quarters of student learning time was spent out of class. Almost all of this time was spent on assessed tasks, with only about five per cent of student time spent on out of class activity unrelated to assessment
. It is also the case that in module evaluation questionnaires students frequently complain about the lack of formative feedback opportunities and yet, where such opportunities are provided, students do not avail themselves of them. 

A study of the issue over a three year period at Kingston showed that undergraduate students do not submit work unless it carries some credit weighting, and work set purely for the provision of formative feedback is submitted by only a small minority. The study was set up as the result of the 2001-02 student evaluation of the contract module, in which students expressed a very high level of satisfaction with the module organisation and delivery. 

Responses showed that 85% of students agreed or strongly agreed that the information in the module handbook was helpful, and 99% agreed or strongly agreed that the staff showed knowledge and enthusiasm for their subject. On the question of feedback on their progress, however, only 34% of the students felt that they were provided with formative feedback. 

In an attempt to address this issue in 2002-03 an essay based on the workshop question for week four of the module was set and students informed that their written answer would be collected by the tutor at the end of the session for marking and feedback. The essay, however, was submitted for marking by only 10% of the students. In an attempt to improve the rate of submission in the 2003-04 session the same type of essay question was set but, on this occasion, students were informed that the topic set for the formative essay would come up in the summer examination paper. Nevertheless, even with this ‘incentive’ there was no improvement in the level of submission and it remained at approximately 10%. (It may be worth noting here that it is mainly for the purposes of providing formative feedback in aiming to help the students ‘learn how to learn’ that the Kingston level 1assessment strategy, requiring the submission of a number of credit weighted tasks throughout the first semester, was devised
.)

Thirdly, at Nottingham student dissatisfaction with feedback was a consistent feature of student feedback in course evaluation and module level questionnaires. The same phenomenon was also seen in module evaluations for some Kingston modules. However, the questions asked were quite generic, and it was not clear what the cause of complaint was. 

At Nottingham the annual student satisfaction survey
 produced the following results over the period academic year 1998-99 to 2002-03: 

	level of study
	satisfaction/dissatisfaction relating to experience of the course generally (%)
	satisfaction/dissatisfaction relating to feedback specifically (%)

	1
	73/7
	36/40

	2
	60/10
	32/47

	3
	61/17
	36/44


It was however impossible to deduce from the answers to a single question what the precise cause for concern was.

A number of hypotheses could be advanced to explain this:

· students were inadequately briefed on assessment requirements

· assessment criteria were not clearly communicated

· feedback was unclear

· feedback was unhelpful

· feedback opportunities were lacking

In addition, it was clear that feedback was becoming a concern as an indicator of quality in relation to assessment, student progression and the academic experience generally. An internal subject review in late 2002 at Nottingham raised as an issue variability of feedback, particularly in relation to developmental or formative issues.

Fourthly, feedback is also a key component of quality of assessment and learning. With current student numbers and growing student diversity, the provision of effective feedback is a significant workload factor. It is also recognised that in teaching larger groups “a major casualty is the amount and quality of feedback given to the student with predictable negative effects”
.

The topic was extensively addressed by Quality Assurance Agency’s subject review procedures, and was one of the key issues for the sector identified by the overall review process. The issue of feedback is specifically addressed in the QAA Code of practice
: 

	Institutions should ensure that appropriate feedback is provided to students on assessed work in a way that promotes learning and facilitates improvement
 . 

In meeting the needs of students for feedback on their progress and attainment, institutions will need to consider: 

· the timeliness of feedback

· specifying the nature and extent of feedback that students can expect in relation to particular types and units of assessment, and whether this is to be accompanied by the return of assessed work

· the effective use of comments on returned work, including relating feedback to assessment criteria, in order to help students identify areas for improvement as well as commending them for evident achievement

· the role of oral feedback, either on a group or individual basis as a means of supplementing written feedback

· when feedback may not be appropriate




While this guidance is general, it is very much part of the rationale for the focus in this area noted above.

Feedback was considered by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) in Learning from subject review
:

Even in the most recent rounds of subject review, the published reports demonstrated that there was considerable scope for further development in this area. In a substantial number of cases, feedback on students' work could be more extensive and appropriate. Feedback was sometimes subject to prolonged delay, and annotated comments were often perfunctory. Such practice was seen as undermining the principal purpose of providing feedback to promote students' learning.
 

Of course, law was in the earliest round of review, and it is to be hoped that improvements in the sector generally have permeated into the practice of law schools; however the view of QAA is less than sanguine:

Finally, in every subject overview report for the two final rounds of visits, the reviewers identified deficiencies in the feedback given to students. These deficiencies echoed those made at the commencement of the review process and included the perfunctory nature of feedback, the absence of constructive comment, particularly for weaker students, and the failure to make timely comment so that students could improve their subsequent performance.
 

Fifthly, although the provision of feedback is very demanding of staff time, copious anecdotal evidence shows that many students are concerned more or less exclusively with the grade they receive and do not even read, let alone consider, feedback comments. Many of our students appear to be in greater need of detailed feedback, yet Association of Law Teachers (ALT) members find that a considerable number of students appear to ignore the written feedback on coursework and focus their attention only on the grade awarded. ALT members report that where information about the mark obtained for an assessed piece of work is available to students before the script is returned, they routinely fail to collect the marked script. Indeed, in a paper on combating plagiarism, one of the anxieties expressed by the speaker
 is the problem of uncollected student coursework remaining in law school offices from one year to the next. If students are not even collecting their marked work with its feedback, clearly they give very little value to such feedback.

Both the authors as learning and teaching coordinators in their respective faculties were aware that this issue had a high priority. Both Nottingham and Kingston
 had identified feedback as action areas in their institutional learning and teaching continuation strategies.
 It is of course one thing to recognise that there is an important area for study and development and quite another to ensure that all interested parties share a common understanding and objective. In this case the problematic element is largely among the students. This is in the sense that it is relatively easy to explore staff attitudes, since we are from the same group; on the other hand there is little to indicate exactly what the student reaction actually means.

Nevertheless, the questionnaire responses did reveal how students receive and respond to feedback and showed, as noted by Mutch
, “what is ‘clear’ to staff may be far from ‘clear’ to students”.

Mutch
 also demonstrates that the current literature is heavily based on a relatively small number of empirical studies, which in turn usually deal with the experience of very small numbers of students. We were therefore anxious to establish a larger evidence base. The availability of post examination feedback did not form part of this survey because, although increasingly becoming available to students, post exam feedback is rare.

3
Methodology

Our intention was to collect as large a dataset as possible from three large student groups at two institutions. It seemed more important at this stage to secure quantitative rather than qualitative data. This was because of the relative lack of such data, particularly in the context of law students. A robust database would also inform the thrust of subsequent qualitative enquiries. 

The main focus of the research was to discover the extent to which anecdotal evidence of student and staff perceptions of feedback was borne out, to find out the level of student satisfaction with the feedback they receive and to obtain student views on the extent to which it helps their learning. In consequence we considered that a questionnaire would be the most effective research tool. It would allow comparable information to be collected from the different student groups, and required relatively little time commitment from both the students and staff involved. Collecting the information via questionnaires also enabled the authors to manage and monitor the project efficiently within the available resource and time constraints, while the design of the questionnaires allowed for a number of freeform answers, thus introducing an element of qualitative data collection. 

So far as the staff data was concerned, we looked for comparability and did not, at this stage, want to engage in in-depth discussions. The project was mainly an exploratory study, and furthermore the staff data was in a sense secondary, as the primary focus was intended to be on student perception and experience. 

Initially the intention was to look at purely formative feedback, but it became clear that limited opportunities for this are provided, and where provided, made limited use of. As noted above, experience has shown that students who are offered the opportunity of purely formative feedback
 do not take it. 

The research questionnaire was completed by LLB students on courses at Nottingham and Kingston law schools
. In order to draw comparisons between students following an LLB programme and those taking another programme, law students on the GDL at Nottingham were also surveyed
. All are full time students for ease of comparison
.The staff questionnaire, which asked about the various methods of feedback used and requested the views of staff on the effectiveness of these methods, was completed by approximately 40% of staff at both institutions.

The student questionnaires were administered in lectures. These were core subject lectures for all cohorts except for the Kingston final year LLB
. Although response rates are a little low (around 45%) for the Nottingham LLB, this reflects the level of attendance at lectures.
The standard method of feedback at both institutions is an individual feedback sheet. In both cases this is consistent with university policy. The feedback proforma used on the LLB at Nottingham simply contained a panel for comments, whilst that used for the GDL had some general headings intended to provide structure. At Kingston there has been a move from a highly structured sheet to one with a limited set of headings. The staff questionnaire sought to ascertain what additional methods of feedback were offered by staff, and also staff perceptions of the effectiveness of the different methods used.

3.1
The student questionnaires

A student questionnaire generally applicable to all the students in the survey was developed
. It varied slightly between cohorts in the following respects:

1. Initially students were asked to scale rate a list of reasons they might value feedback. The questionnaire in this form was administered to Nottingham LLB1 students. As virtually all reasons listed received the highest grade, this question was replaced for other cohorts with an open question asking them to identify why feedback was important. This received a more varied and enlightening response.

2. Second and final year students were asked about their experience over time.

3. GDL students were asked to compare experience on the GDL with that on their undergraduate degree.

There were three main groups of questions, one on the quality of assessment briefs and criteria, one on why feedback was important and one on experience of feedback.

The first group was included to test the hypothesis that dissatisfaction with feedback was generated by poorly drafted briefs and criteria. Although this had not emerged as a specific issue with these groups of students, it has been a common theme in the QAA subject review process:

In the early rounds of reviews, the reviewers commented frequently on the absence of assessment criteria. Although there was some good practice in Geography, in most other subjects reviewed between 1993 and 1998 assessment criteria were significantly lacking. Where they existed, the reviewers found them to be inadequate in a number of respects. The reviewers noted that assessment criteria were not clearly understood by students, they were inconsistently applied, and not always linked to the stated aims and objectives. The reviewers saw this as detrimental to the quality of the students' learning experience, because students were unclear on how they could improve their performance. From 1998 onwards, there was clear evidence that an increased focus on this issue had led to improvements, although there were still concerns over the failure, in a number of cases, to link assessment criteria directly to subject-specific learning outcomes.

In the most recent visits, the reviewers saw evidence of a failure to establish, and to communicate and consistently apply grade descriptors and marking criteria. Even when these existed, the reviewers noted that they were not always matched to the intended learning outcomes.
”

The second and third groups of questions to do with feedback and the student experience are clearly linked to the main research objective; in combination we believed they would enable us to understand more clearly what students want from feedback, whether they are getting it, and if they are not, what is missing or deficient.

One preliminary point which should be made is that in relation to virtually all questions students opted for saying that things ‘usually’ or ‘rarely’ occurred rather than either ‘always’ or ‘never’, and there were a number of comments that experience differed from module to module and/or tutor to tutor.
 For analysis we have tended to group responses in two groups, ‘always/usually’ and ‘rarely/never’, commenting appropriately if there is in fact a relatively high proportion of absolute responses.

3.2
Quality of briefing and criteria

All groups of students provided a positive response to questions about their experience of the clarity of assignment briefings and assessment criteria. 

Table 3.1: Levels of satisfaction with current feedback mechanisms

	institution
	level
	number

	satisfied ‘always/usually’
	satisfied ‘rarely/

never’

	Nottingham
	LLB1
	122
	106
	15

	Kingston

	LLB1
	115
	116
	15

	Kingston
	LLB2
	90
	84
	17

	Nottingham
	LLB3
	118
	110
	8

	Kingston
	LLB3
	24
	22
	2

	Nottingham
	GDL
	90
	87
	3


It would seem that this is an area where the students are satisfied. It is perhaps not surprising that the final year undergraduates and graduate conversion students were more confident that they understood the instructions. Although these results are broadly positive, this does not mean that students were entirely happy. This emerges from the open question asked about improvements to the instructions that they could suggest.

In answer to this question a large number of Kingston students suggested a more consistent set of instructions, while students in both institutions asked for more specific or clear guidelines (sometimes explicitly tied to particular exercises). Nottingham first year students in particular
 also asked for more lecture or tutorial time to be spent on guidance and preparation. GDL students in particular asked for precedents of questions and answers of the relevant type, which may reflect a concern at the need to adapt to the assessment culture of a new discipline. The first year LLB students in both institutions did mention this, but not as frequently; as new entrants to higher education they may not have had the sophistication necessary to realise the problem existed. 

Table 3.2: Student satisfaction with the clarity of assessment criteria

	institution
	level
	number

	satisfied ‘always/usually’
	satisfied ‘rarely/

never’

	Nottingham
	LLB1
	122
	113
	9

	Kingston

	LLB1 
	115
	82
	15

	Kingston
	LLB2
	90
	66
	20

	Nottingham
	LLB3
	118
	106
	12

	Kingston
	LLB3
	24
	18
	4

	Nottingham
	GDL
	90
	81
	9


There was no direct follow-up to this question, but it does appear to eliminate concern that the dissatisfaction with feedback is due to being unaware of the criteria being applied (or at least to admitting to such unfamiliarity).

3.3
Importance of feedback

As noted the Nottingham LLB level 1students were asked a closed question, and as might be expected the great majority considered all four possible reasons (I want to understand why I got the mark I did; I want to know what I did well; I want to know where I went wrong; I want to see how I can improve next time) for valuing feedback to be ‘very important’. However, 22 wrote in that it was mainly to help them improve next time (with eight of them coupling this with comments about seeing where they went wrong). The only reason given a slightly lower rating was wanting to know what they had done well.
The other cohorts were asked to indicate what was important in an open question, and inevitably some judgment has been used to classify the precise words used into categories. Students were allowed to give multiple reasons, and many did, although some did not give any. Analysis of the responses showed that they could be grouped into four broad categories. These categories are not presented in any ranked order of merit or importance.

Table 3.3: Reasons for valuing feedback

	institution
	level
	number

	improve
	know what was correct/

incorrect
	understand mark
	aid revision

	Nottingham
	LLB1
	122
	n/a
	n/a
	n/a
	n/a

	Kingston

	LLB1
	115
	92
	72
	-
	4

	Kingston
	LLB2
	90
	85
	56
	-
	4

	Nottingham
	LLB3
	118
	64
	41
	-
	9

	Kingston
	LLB3
	24
	13
	17
	-
	-

	Nottingham
	GDL
	90
	48
	13
	7
	4


Interestingly, while nearly all students (>90%) who answered the closed question rated ‘understanding the mark’ highly, virtually none felt it enough of a priority to enter in the open question. Perhaps this is because the closed question presented a set of ‘approved’ reasons which simply had to be endorsed, while the open question actually required students to think about their real priorities. 

The responses do however confirm that students rate the formative aspects of feedback highly, in the case of most cohorts considerably more so than the historical aspects of what they did well and badly. In other words the primary expectation is that feedback will in some way assist them in doing better in future. Of course, what exactly they mean by ‘help’ and how they will ’do better’ may well vary, and the individual responses to some extent reflect this diversity. This provides a useful starting point for considering how their experience of feedback relates to their expectations and wishes.

3.4
Student experience of feedback

A number of questions about various aspects of the feedback experience were asked. For the full list see the sample questionnaire at Appendix 2. The full responses from each cohort are also available. However for ease of cross-referencing between the different cohorts and the different questions, the results have been aggregated. 

The graded questions were scored on a scale of 4 to 1, where 4 indicates that the objective was ‘always’ achieved, 3 indicates ‘usually’ achieved, 2 indicates ‘rarely’ achieved and 1 indicates ‘never’ achieved.

On the face of it only a score of 3 or more represents a generally satisfactory experience. This does however depend to some extent on the students’ expectations. If these are high, they will give low ratings where these high expectations are not met, but if their expectations are limited they will give good ratings very readily. We have already noted that students seemed to be reporting a mixed experience, being reluctant to answer ‘always’ or ‘never’, and strictly if there is one occasion recalled by a final year student where something did or didn’t happen, then ‘usually’ and ‘rarely’ are the correct responses.

Table 3.4: Student experience of feedback

	
	easy to read
	easy to understand
	covers all aspects
	relates to criteria
	tells me what I did well
	helps me to improve
	overall

	NLLB 1
	2.7
	2.8
	2.4
	2.7
	2.7
	2.4
	2.6

	KLLB 1
	3.0
	2.7
	2.4
	3.0
	2.8
	2.6
	2.75

	KLLB 2
	2.8
	2.9
	2.7
	2.7
	2.8
	2.4
	2.7

	NLLB 3
	2.5
	2.8
	2.3
	2.6
	2.6
	2.3
	2.5

	KLLB 3
	2.7
	2.6
	2.5
	3.1
	2.7
	2.5
	2.7

	GDL
	3.1
	3.0
	2.7
	3.0
	3.0
	2.6
	2.9

	overall
	2.8
	2.8
	2.5
	2.85
	2.8
	2.45
	2.7


The Kingston level 3 students were quite polarised in their views about whether feedback was formative. Out of 24, five thought it was always so and five that it was never so. Here the average masks extremes more than usual, although in a very small sample. The Kingston level 2 students also had a relatively large number (13) stating that feedback was never formative. In most other cases the difference in grading reflects primarily the balance between the ‘usually’ and ‘rarely’ responses.

It is however clear that the poorest gradings are reserved for the comprehensiveness (“covers all aspects”) and effectiveness in a formative sense (“helps me to improve”) of feedback. While the former would probably not be seen as any more important than the other criteria, the latter is among the most important, and so the low rating is a cause for concern. In other words, we have already seen that students regard the formative function of feedback as the most important one, while we now see that this is the aspect which they find least satisfactory in practice.

Notwithstanding these results, students were relatively happy that their marks were fair. For Nottingham the grades were 3 (LLB1), 2.85 (LLB3) and 2.9 (GDL), and for Kingston 3 (LLB1), 2.9 (LLB2) and 3 (LLB3). We assumed that ‘fairness’ was a relatively straightforward concept – the mark fairly reflected the quality of the work.

While the overall results appear to lie in a relatively narrow band, there is in fact a distinct and fairly consistent profile. This also to some extent holds good across the institutions, although the two Nottingham undergraduate cohorts have the lowest overall gradings and the GDL has the highest. 

We also asked the students whether they sought further help from their tutors after receiving coursework. In all cases the most common response was ‘rarely’, although the GDL students had ‘never’ as a close second. The numbers involved meant that any attempt to analyse whether the students with negative reactions to the quality of feedback were more likely to seek further guidance was unlikely to produce significant results. 

It is, however, no surprise that while the LLB student responses clustered around 2.5, with both first years slightly above and the upper year students slightly below, the GDL students only gave a 1.7 grading. This of course does not necessarily imply a criticism. These students were somewhat happier with the feedback they received. They are graduates and less likely to seek such assistance. They also indicated that the feedback on the GDL was, on average, more structured
, but less full and marginally less helpful than what they were used to elsewhere. A substantial minority found the whole experience more appropriate and another minority found it generally less so, with another minority of ‘swing voters’ who rated the structure more highly than the other aspects, accounting for the overall difference. The vast majority of the Nottingham level 3 students thought the quality of feedback had not changed over their time in the law school, and those who thought it had improved exactly equalled those who thought it had deteriorated
.

Students could also make freeform comments in this area. All groups did so, although the GDL did so only to a limited extent, and there are a number of common threads.

There was a perceived need for more detailed feedback, with a significant number of students mentioning this. Specifically, Kingston students complained that the comments 'did not tell them what they needed to do to get a 2.1'. For example:

Assessment criteria should be given in a sheet to students prior to the coursework question, so students are fully aware as to what the examiner is asking for and what can get them a 2:1 or a 1st. (Kingston level 2)

[I] frequently get ' good' written next to work but very hardly is there an explanation as to why the work is good. (Nottingham level 3)

I was told by a member of staff to just accept my mark and not given an explanation of why my mark was deducted by 10 marks”. (Nottingham level 3)

The feedback has not been as fully comprehensive as thought. Often remarks are too generic and not specific enough to be of real assistance. (Kingston level 1)

More detailed assessment particularly in areas which need improvement, explanation of what is required to improve grade. (Kingston level 2)

The feedback is usually in shorthand form. It would be more helpful if statements were explained more fully and suggestions on how to improve work given. (Kingston level 3)

In the level 1 property module at Kingston students are directed to a number of Blackboard quizzes designed to help them test their own understanding of the module and provide feedback on their progress. Although every effort is made to encourage the students to engage with the quizzes the numbers who do so is somewhat disappointing. Nevertheless, those students who do attempt them report that these quizzes are very helpful to their learning. The following comments were made by students:

· quizzes are useful

· Blackboard quizzes are very useful as they test my understanding

· property feedback is excellent

Quite a number of LLB students commented that staff could seem to be too busy, or unwilling, to provide additional feedback support. The following are examples of such responses:

I find it hard to approach lecturers, they are often too busy and unavailable. (Kingston level 2)

Sometimes tutors are very unapproachable. (Kingston level 3)

More motivation should be given to pupils when doing coursework such as asking how we are doing, this obviously does not have to involve giving answers. (Nottingham level 1)

More access to tutors needed - I rarely get my questions answered even if general or specific. (Nottingham GDL)

Less personal than one would like for a fee of £5,000. (Nottingham GDL)

There were numerous, sometimes quite vehement, comments on the perceived variability of marking between tutors and modules, and on the perceived inadequacies of the moderation system: 

There are huge inconsistencies in coursework markings, there should be a set criteria and marking scheme. (Nottingham level 1)

There is a massive discrepancy between the styles/approaches to marking adopted by different tutors of the same subject. Moderation or second marking of all exam/coursework scripts should be compulsory. Certain tutors are deemed infallible - so that other tutors refuse or are reluctant to question marks that they have awarded. (Nottingham level 1)

Feedback varies depending on who is marking the work - sometimes too little feedback explaining why mark was allocated. (Kingston level 1) 

Negative comments outweighed complimentary ones, but even critical students accepted that there was some good practice, and occasionally this was identified to a module or tutor. There was remarkably little personal criticism of individual tutors, even though the following comment was made by a Kingston level 1student:

Feedback generally good, did however receive 'why are you on a degree course? Comment on a piece’.

GDL students generally expressed higher expectations concerning feedback, as illustrated by the following comment:

The course leader should be available one whole day the week after we get our assessments back, for people to go and ask specific questions about their work. I feel that I have learnt nothing from feedback on my coursework so far. (Nottingham GDL)

3.5
Staff experience of feedback 

Staff in both institutions were asked to indicate the feedback methods they used, ranked according to their utility, and also to answer some qualitative questions on the function of feedback and student attitudes.

At Nottingham the law school staff are divided into two departments, one dealing primarily with academic programmes (NA) and the other primarily with professional programmes (NP), although the GDL is taught by the latter group. However, the GDL is a small part of their work, and their answers will also reflect their experience of students on the Legal Practice Course, Bar Vocational Course and other post qualification courses. The staff at Kingston are comparable with the NA group in terms of the courses on which they teach.

Table 3.5: Range of feedback methods used 


	 
	Kingston
	NA
	NP

	individual on script
	100
	100
	100

	verbal in class
	91
	91
	80

	general written
	45
	32
	24

	model answers
	11
	68
	29

	face to face 
	33
	73
	90

	other (below)
	33
	9
	28



Kingston and NP staff are much more engaged with electronic forms of feedback, citing e-mail and managed learning environments as being significant. This does not just include posting general comments or model answers, which would previously have been distributed in hard copy, but providing individual feedback (especially to non-campus students), and also using online assessment. These two groups were also more likely to use self assessed or peer assessed exercises formatively, although these are not yet common. Some staff saw exercises such as working through past questions in class as being feedback, but this seems to be a very loose definition, akin to saying that all interaction with students is feedback
.

However it appears that written comments on scripts are still central to the feedback process. It is the only form of feedback that is guaranteed to be available. This can be assumed because in both institutions it is policy that it is provided. Other forms of feedback are both less commonly and less consistently available.

Staff were also asked to indicate which methods of feedback they saw as the most effective. Of the Nottingham staff who responded 15 cited individual written feedback, eight each individual oral feedback and general oral feedback. In the case of Kingston staff individual written and general oral feedback were also cited, as was the provision of general written feedback. Other methods were cited by a small minority (although in the case of self assessed tasks this minority was a significant proportion of those who used the method). It certainly seems to be the case that most staff use a restricted range of ‘tried and tested’ methods of feedback, although there is some impact of electronic methods. Clearly the institutional policies referred to above militate against some forms of innovation, but the limited engagement with electronic forms of feedback in particular suggests that there may be room for a more innovative approach.

Provision of individual feedback is of course the most time consuming approach
.

3.6 Staff attitudes

The responses of staff to the qualitative questions reflect, in broad terms, what might intuitively be expected from a group of academics in the early 21st century; namely that feedback is a major part of the workload and is valuable to students, but is not always effectively accessed by students. However, there are some subtle differences between the groups.

1. Most staff in all groups considered that students usually take feedback seriously. NP staff were more likely to consider that they always did.

2. All staff considered that provision of feedback was a very important or quite important part of the tutor’s role, with no marked differences in the groups.

3. Virtually all staff considered that provision of individual feedback assisted students to improve, although Kingston staff on balance felt this less strongly.

4. Most staff considered provision of individual feedback to be an effective use of staff time, although NP staff felt this less strongly.

5. NA and Kingston staff agreed that students do not submit purely formative assessments, but NP staff disagreed; this no doubt is a reflection of the different types of student.

6. Kingston staff tended to agree, and Nottingham staff to disagree, that the current emphasis on feedback is mainly to comply with internal and QAA procedures.

When asked to indicate what constituted good feedback all the comments centred around feedback that focused on the work of the student and was formative. Some were specific as to the method and context, and NP in particular cited the need to tie feedback into a reflective learning and practice cycle
. The specific comments are set out in Appendix 3.

NA staff sometimes indicated a degree of cynicism about the preparedness of students to engage effectively with the opportunities for feedback they had been offered. No others did.

4
Conclusions 

4.1
Conclusions on the student data

The students were clearly capable of distinguishing between different features and evaluating them differentially. As the quotations reveal there was little consistency in their perceived experience of feedback. This is of concern for quality assurance reasons, since if the consumers report an inconsistent experience it is unlikely that there is a consistent approach in operation and still less likely that this is the result of an effective strategy.

It is also clear that in some respects the feedback they received did not meet their expectations. This finding is potentially very important. It suggests that the lessons of subject review have not been learned, and that the energy being put into feedback is misdirected, since feedback is specifically perceived as not being adequately formative. It is small comfort that it is seen as more effective in other less significant ways. What emerges clearly is that “helping me improve” is what students cite most often as a reason for receiving feedback, but is the function of feedback with which they are least satisfied in practice.

One possible conclusion is that there is a structural deficiency in the practice of these two law schools which is militating against the delivery of effective feedback
.

However, it is also possible that the students:


1. had unrealistic expectations
2. had not been properly instructed in utilising feedback and were failing to use or even recognise what they had received
3. had been properly instructed, but were not using their information effectively
4.2
Views of staff

There is no doubt that staff take feedback seriously. In a staff seminar some Kingston staff indicated that they spent up to 40 minutes marking and providing feedback on each script. On balance they accept that students take feedback seriously. They may still be dismayed at the piles of uncollected courseworks, or the student who only wants the mark, but these phenomena are not the whole story. Below is a selection of staff comments on what is ‘good’ feedback:

Difficult though it is for individual teachers in terms of time management I firmly believe that the best form of feedback is face to face which addresses individual student needs and weaknesses. Feedback should be a continuous process - a dialogue which is why I actively encourage students to e-mail queries throughout the year so that I can respond to them as individuals. However, I doubt whether you can institutionalise such an approach for those of us who lead more than 30-50 students per year.

Specific about what was done well and what needs improvement, not too much - best to focus on a small number of important points it encourages self evaluation by students eg highlighting a problem but not going so far as to give a solution. 

Students understand the nature of the problem, but must devote time to finding a way to put it right.
To enable the student to develop understanding and application for the future. 

Notes on scripts essential, but if they don’t read it to learn from it, it is pointless. 

Brief notes and opportunity to speak to you if you can’t understand and follow up is all they need but they must make the effort to follow up themselves and not expect spoon feeding.

A variety of feedback methods - both general and specific, but time must be allowed (in/out of formal contact) by staff and students to facilitate it.

One to one conversation with the students’ work in front of us. This is the only thing that is worthwhile but clearly it is impossible for more than the self selecting few.

In taking feedback seriously staff appear to concentrate on some of the most time consuming methods, but this is not wholly appreciated by the students
. It may be that even conscientious staff are inhibited by pressure of work from providing truly helpful formative comments.

If there is to be a consistently better student experience of feedback it is inevitable, given the constraints of student numbers, that this will have to come from working smarter rather than working harder. The current version of the Kingston policy on feedback is attached as Appendix 1 to give an indication of how effective and efficient practice can be designed in to the delivery of programmes.

5
Practical responses 

Both institutions have developed specific responses to perceived deficiencies in feedback.

5.1
Kingston

Court report: early feedback

A report from a court visit set for submission in week 6 of semester 1 is intended to provide feedback designed to boost the confidence of students in their ability to succeed
 and to identify those who may have problems with English. This is an assessed piece of work, contributing 10% to a 7.5 credit module. The administrative and marking load is disproportionate to the actual credit weighting of the assessment. Indeed the predominant pedagogic purpose is to provide formative assessment and the attachment of credit weighting is only to ensure that the assignment is completed and submitted. In module evaluation feedback, students consistently rank this assessment more highly than others for its contribution to improving their learning experience. 

Students producing their own feedback from a self assessment marking exercise

A self assessment marking exercise is set on the basis of an open book examination, which takes place in week 6 of the first semester. Students are informed of the examination topic (which will have been covered in the first four teaching weeks) and it is made very clear to them that the mark for the examination will not count towards their module mark
. They are, however, informed that they will need to do the test in order to get the marks associated with the self marking of their answer. 

The exam scripts are marked within two weeks and returned to the students without any tutor comment or mark
. Accompanying the script is a detailed marking scheme
 and specimen answer
, but students are also given direction on the task of self marking in the following lecture session
. They are given two weeks within which to mark and comment on the strengths and weaknesses of their own work. A workshop session then takes place to discuss the students’ experience of marking their own work, for which they are required to make notes on the following three questions:

1. What have I learnt from assessing this piece of work?

2. How well have I applied my knowledge and understanding of the material - have I obtained the full benefit from what I had learnt?

3. How could I improve for the future? 


In the course of the workshop the tutor’s mark is revealed to each student (but not to the other members of the group)
. The students are subsequently required to write a 500 word reflection on what they have learned from the exercise
. 

Peer assessment exercise for Property Law 1 

The assessment for Property Law 1 at level 1 (based on a ‘mini-portfolio’ of items assembled in the course of the module) has been devised with the aims of encouraging students to develop appropriate study habits from the beginning of the module and to maintain those efforts throughout the module. The second section of the portfolio requires students to participate in a peer assessment exercise, designed to give them experience of answering problem questions in a controlled environment (but with the use of their notes) and an understanding of the criteria against which the work will be assessed. The class test (undertaken in a core lecture slot) and peer assessment exercise for Property Law 1 is timed to come after the self-marked exercise in Foundations (above) so that students are already familiar with the concept of marking criteria and the notion of marking their own work
. 

The peer assessment is also intended to expose students to answers produced by other students, in the hope that weaker students may see examples of better work and that good students lacking self confidence (a combination frequently found in mature students) can have their confidence boosted by getting a better impression of the overall standard
. This exercise has proved to be effective not only in providing students with feedback which there would not otherwise be staff resources to provide, but may also provide more effective feedback than can be obtained from merely reading staff comments
. The exercise is anonymised by the use of student ID numbers on the scripts rather than names. The script and the feedback are handed in as part of the portfolio and the students are required to reflect upon the light cast by the test on the efficacy of their methods of learning
. 

The module provides informal opportunities for students to assess their own progress through the use of worksheets in lectures (with worksheets and answers subsequently posted on Blackboard) and through a set of quizzes on Blackboard
. 

Feedback on the formally assessed portfolio is provided by a customised feedback sheet for each portfolio together with a general feedback sheet. Those (relatively few) students who failed are interviewed personally by the module leader and the reassessment regime explained.

5.2
Nottingham

All LLB feedback is now provided using a proforma indicating particular areas to cover. There is obviously a danger that this is not directly relevant to each and every exercise. Elsewhere in the university colleagues have produced extremely complex proformas, specifically cross-referenced to criteria and providing a very full guide and, ideally, a clear and formative read for the student. We use simplified versions of these for moots and other performance type assessments, but not more widely. Such detailed sheets are widely used for dissertations, but in this context, while undoubtedly useful for guiding the marker, they are not particularly formative, except for the limited number of students intending to enter academia.

Some module leaders provide generic feedback in the form of ‘frequently observed problems’, which provides an overview and also indicates to students that they are not alone in a particular error.

A review of the level 1curriculum has endorsed a new assessment strategy. This will provide for one very early diagnostic assessment to provide early feedback. All modules will provide some assessment in each of the three terms, to allow continuing feedback, and there will be at least one examination type assessment during the year. This is specifically designed to provide feedback on examination technique. At present such feedback is routinely supplied only to those who request it. All internal and external examiners are familiar with the student who has survived into level 2 or 3 despite rather than because of their technique, and without any feedback. Rather than a mock examination, with all the problems of timing, performance anxiety and disruption to other modules that this would entail, an interim examination with the scripts routinely returned and full feedback given has been considered to be the best solution to this problem.

Students keep a copy of all feedback received as part of the student progress file. They are expected to reflect on reflection and discuss the outcome of the reflection with their academic adviser as part of their routine personal development planning. The academic adviser monitors this and suggests sources of help, such as the learning support staff at student support services and the support materials available online and in hard copy. 

This process commenced in 2003-04, and early indications are that it is proving effective in getting students to engage with their own learning needs, although much more work is needed to ensure that reflection and action are embedded into the practice of all students. There has been a considerable investment of resource into this activity. In principle the role of the academic adviser should be key to the student’s development as a learner. The adviser will have sight of all feedback and has the time to go behind the surface and explore what the constraints are on the student’s development as a learner. This proactive and holistic approach has enormous potential, provided students utilise the opportunities it provides.

5.2
Other suggestions

Only a minority of students have what can be described as ‘problems’ with aspects of literacy, such as adjusting to academic styles of writing. Diagnostic testing using specific tests or early formative courseworks assist to identify these so that they can be helped at an early stage.

Students appear to value face to face feedback – whether in a group or on a one to one basis. Evidence at Kingston Business School shows that both students and staff believe that lecture time devoted to feedback immediately following the return of marked work is highly valued
. A number of students commented that personal face to face feedback was or would be valuable, and we have seen that staff favour it at least in theory. This is counterbalanced by the students who commented on the unavailability and/or unapproachability of staff. Where group feedback has been offered, as on the Evidence module at Nottingham, there has been high take-up, even where what is said largely duplicates existing written feedback.

It is important to get students to see themselves as active participants in their own learning. Reflective reports, self assessment and peer assessment all have roles to play here. These concepts fit well into the development of learning partnerships, which feature strongly in current developments at both Nottingham Trent and Kingston. However, care needs to be taken to ensure that students are adequately prepared for this, and that staff are fully aware of what student expectations of feedback are on arrival so that the necessary explanations and induction can be provided.

The survey has shown that staff are only beginning to exploit the potential of IT. Clearly the spread of managed learning environments, whether proprietary such as Blackboard or WebCT or bespoke, such as at Nottingham, provides a convenient way to publish generic feedback and model answers where desired. It also allows for online assessment using such tools as Questionmark Perception, which typically also permit online feedback and allow staff to analyse performance
. Online formative assessment has been used with success in relation to assessment of underpinning knowledge on the LPC.

E-mail is an obvious way to provide follow up individualised feedback, particularly to off campus students.

Electronic addition of comments to electronically submitted coursework could reduce concerns over legibility; whether it will save time will depend on the dexterity of the marker. It is possible to cut and paste comments into an electronic proforma, particularly where there are endemic issues, such as punctuation or referencing. Again this will save time, although it is only a high tech version of a proforma with pre-printed comments to be ticked or crossed.

This and other means of rendering the individual written comments clearer, fuller and more readily available are a part of working smarter rather than harder. However, the most important thing is to inculcate on the part of the student an awareness that the importance of feedback is as part of the input into a reflection and improvement loop. This is not just a question of technique, indeed it is almost entirely a question of attitude and self reliance. In some ways the crucial learning objective of the level 1curriculum is to establish the student as an autonomous learner, and all feedback should be devised and delivered to this end.

Appendix 1: Giving feedback to students on assessment

The need for a guidance booklet on assessment and feedback emerged from the Kingston University Learning and Teaching Committee, where giving feedback to students on assessment emerged as an issue of concern common to many faculties.

Administrative issues

It is the expectation that all course teams will consider the following points and ensure that their administrative methods which currently support assessment meet with the following guidelines and should modify their procedures where necessary. The nature of the various subject disciplines within the university will influence the way in which these guidelines are interpreted. This process must ensure that work is returned securely to students with a clear grade and within a clearly defined time scale and facilitate the collection and archiving of any assessment evidence which may be required by the university,  eg grades, sample work, assessment feedback.
1. Students should be informed at what point in the module they will expect to get formative feedback on their work and when their assignments will be returned to them.

2. Assessment and marking schedules should ensure that the timing of feedback allows recovery from failure.

3. Course teams should document both formal and informal procedures for the double marking/moderation of assessment. 

4. Feedback should make it clear to students how a grade may have been adjusted to take account of late submission, partial submission etc, and this process should be consistent and documented.

5. Give qualitative and/or formative feedback to students about their work prior to awarding a summative mark and enable students to submit a draft for feedback prior to summative assessment.

6. Identify any points of assessment to students where no individual feedback will be given.

7. Ensure that students have been taught to understand what plagiarism means and sign a statement regarding plagiarism and authenticity of their work when submitting an assignment.

8. Document procedures for student appeal about their assessment and arbitration, and include in the student handbook.
9. Schools must develop a clear and consistent system for collecting and returning grades and work confidentially and securely to students, and when and how transcripts of grades are given to students.

10. The feedback sheet should be produced in such a way that a copy can easily be retained by the tutor and allow for student response and the formulation of an action plan.

11. Copies of a representative sample of assessments, as well as the feedback given, should be archived for external examination, validation and accreditation. The selection of work should be made in consultation with the External Examiner.

12. Copies of marks awarded should be filed safely with copies sent to course administrators by the deadlines set in order to ensure that all marks are available for internal and external examination boards.

13. Define practice in relation to student anonymity when marking, where appropriate.

14. Ensure that a clear policy is articulated to students about the return of examination scripts and how feedback is to be given on dissertations.

15. Assessment procedures should ensure that there is equality in the process of giving feedback to students.

Improving the quality of feedback on assessment to students

The checklists which follow should be used by course teams to inform and guide a review of methods currently used to give feedback to students and to broaden and refine the process. They seek to ensure parity of opportunity for all students, to improve the student experience, enable teams to highlight areas for staff development and to improve quality. 

The range of assessment tasks set across the university inevitably means that assessment practice varies widely and that not all the points raised will be relevant to every course. What follows therefore are statements that highlight a range of best practice from across the university, many of which are supported by exemplars that may provide a springboard for further development. These will be published on the university intranet. For ease of use they have been presented under five key headings.


Assessment criteria


Feedback should:


· relate clearly to the specified criteria which are incorporated into the feedback sheet

· indicate what the students have achieved in relation to the leaning outcomes for the modules
· how the mark is arrived at where parts of assignments have different weightings
· the relationship between the grade given and the degree classification system
· match the level, tone and content of the feedback accurately to the grade awarded
· be expressed in an individual style (eg "I had difficulty understanding this section") rather than 'final' judgmental style (eg "This is rubbish")? 
Individual formative issues


Feedback could:


· give clear guidance to the students as to how they could improve their work
· offer an explanation of where the student has gone wrong
· highlight action points for future development
· be constructive and tailored to meet the need of the student
· find something positive to say about the work 

· be an appropriate balance between criticism and advice
· indicate the essential or priority aspects where there is much to be improved
· provide opportunities for the student to reflect on the feedback and develop action plans for recovery or for future work
· how to give challenging feedback


Formative issues


Feedback could:


· provide a summary sheet of common mistakes and suggestions for remedial action which is published and circulated to students after the return of coursework
· achieve an appropriate balance between tick-box feedback and written feedback to students

· have the detail and clarity necessary to enable the students to make subsequent progress in like and related subject areas

· make examples of good work or illustrations of different approaches available for all students to see

· advise students about common problems arising on similar assignments prior to them starting the work, or by embedding these in criteria or checklists

· have a clearly defined statement of entitlement on formative feedback when writing dissertations and extended pieces of project work

Method of feedback


Tutors should:


· provide feedback that is legible and expressed in a way which the student will understand and be motivated by

· ensure that verbal feedback given eg in a critique, is quickly and accurately written up and given to the student or an audio recording to provide a comprehensive and accurate record

· consider whether feedback could be given via e-mail or generated by computer, for example after a computer delivered test

· consider reducing typing by the re-use of the same comments, or reference to a database of comments

· involve students in the assessment process through self or peer assessment methods

· when peer assessment is used define clearly in what way the grades are used to inform the final mark awarded and ensure consistent practice 

· when self assessment is used provide opportunities for students to validate/verify their assessments

· consider different approaches to giving feedback at levels 1, 2 and 3, and particularly at level 1, in the light of university ‘First Year Experience’ initiative

· consider where formative assessment might take place and the balance between formative and summative assessment in modules and at different levels

· consider the use of Blackboard for student self assessment and the giving of both formative and summative assessment

Student support issues


Feedback should ensure that opportunities are given for students to:


· have individual tutorial support on their returned work
· ask questions and have further verbal feedback or discussion with markers
· identify and contact the appropriate tutor for feedback

Appendix 2: Sample student questionnaire

Nottingham Law School: student views on feedback  

We wish to find out what you expect from the feedback given to you on your work, and how far you consider you receive what you expect and want. The object is to establish what is good and bad about the feedback you receive on your work so that we can try to improve this for you and other students in the future.

All the specific questions require a graded answer, but there is space at the end for you to add any comments. Comments which raise significant issues, or which appear to indicate a common concern, will be reviewed and if possible responded to.

Please put a tick through the response which most closely represents your response to the question or statement.

	When I am given a coursework assessment I understand what it is I am expected to do:

	always
	usually
	rarely
	never

	How could the instructions be improved:



	The assessment criteria for coursework are clearly set out:

	always
	usually
	rarely
	never

	Why do you regard feedback as being important?



	The feedback I receive is easy to read:

	always
	usually
	rarely
	never

	The feedback I receive is easy to understand:

	always
	usually
	rarely
	never

	The feedback I receive covers all aspects of my work:

	always
	usually
	rarely
	never

	The feedback I receive relates to the assessment criteria:

	always
	usually
	rarely
	never

	The feedback I receive tells me what I have done well:

	always
	usually
	rarely
	never

	The feedback I receive tells me how I can improve next time:

	always
	usually
	rarely
	never

	I feel that the mark I receive is fair and appropriate:

	always
	usually
	rarely
	never

	I ask the tutor for further guidance on coursework:

	always
	usually
	rarely
	never


Appendix 3: Staff comments on what is good feedback

Kingston

· clear constructive content on where students went wrong and what they should do in the future
· analysis of failings and suggestions for improvement
· one to one conversation with the students’ work in front of us - this is the only thing that is worthwhile but clearly it is impossible for more than the self selecting few
· analysis of particular strengths and weaknesses in student work
· students need to know specific ways they can improve both in form and substance
· indicating strengths and weaknesses of individual pieces of work at a detailed as well as at a general level
· providing comments that match the mark awarded to help explain that mark
· feedback enabling students to understand the reason for their grades, and what was expected to get a better grade
Nottingham

· responds to the individual student’s needs












· directed towards lifting the performance of the individual students by about 5% (regardless of the current level of performance)

· info which shows student where they went wrong and enables them  (if they put in the necessary effort to understand it) to improve





· to enable the student to develop understanding and application for the future

· notes on scripts essential, but if they don’t read it to learn from it, it is pointless 

· brief notes and opportunity to speak to you if you can’t understand and follow up is all they need - but they must make the effort to follow up themselves and not expect spoon feeding

· must be clear, taken seriously by student, based on what the particular student has done




· indication of student errors and how not to repeat them

· clearing up general misunderstanding showing what a good answer to the question was


· primarily formative, in relation to technique







· there is tension in terms of technical efficiency ie effective use of staff time  

· general feedback is in the form of bullet points, model answers coupled with comments

· on scripts is an attractive methodology - this is the approach, with the emphasis on marking to assessment criteria, that the QA process mandates.



· difficult though it is for individual teachers in terms of time management I firmly believe that the best form of feedback is face to face which addresses individual student needs  and weaknesses. Feedback should be a continuous process - a dialogue which is why I actively encourage students to e- mail queries throughout the year so that I can respond to them as individuals. However, I doubt whether you can institutionalise such an approach for those of us who lead more than 30-50 students per year.



· feedback is good only if students take it on board

· there are numerous opportunities to gain feedback and students fail to take the opportunity

· feedback which identifies inaccuracy and indicates how work can be improve

· it is important to show a balanced view of strengths and weaknesses of the student’s work and to point the way forward to how the student can improve

· where student can see why they got the mark they did, where they went wrong and how to improve for the future

· a variety of feedback methods - both general and specific, but time must be allowed (in/out of formal contact) by staff and students to facilitate it

· comments on what are the problems and how to improve.



· constructive written comments on individual scripts accompanied by an indicative content answer with face to face feedback offered to all students. The face to face feedback should be integrated within the tutorial framework.

· specific about what was done well and what needs improvement, not too much - best to focus on a small number of important points, it encourages self evaluation by students eg highlighting a problem but not going so far as to give a solution

· students understand the nature of the problem, but must devote time to finding a way to put it right








· a clear discussion of general points of law, approach or skills, highlighting possible areas of different practice in a positive way


· feedback that complies with marking criteria attached to task indicates limited numbers of tasks for student to undertake






· feedback which does not simply focus on work submitted but which can be applied by the student to future work.

· one which offers clear prescription for improvement









� The institutional learning and teaching strategies in both universities identified as a high priority the enhancement of the quality and effectiveness feedback to students. In Kingston, with the aim of identifying and sharing good practice, the Faculty of Business Learning and Teaching Committee (15 May 2002) decided to undertake an audit of existing practice on the provision of assessment feedback within the Faculty. 





� “Year 1 curricula will be reviewed and developed during the period 2002-05, to assess the appropriateness of their learning outcomes, content and provision for broadened and diversified student entry. Year 1 curricula and teaching will by 2005 incorporate features to ensure that all first year students acquire (a) basic learning and transferable skills and (b) an understanding of the developments expected of them in these and other higher order skills as they progress through their programmes. ��Greater diversity of assessment will be introduced across Year 1 programmes to reflect developed curricula, learning outcomes and approaches to teaching and learning. Formative feedback to students on their assessments will be consistently produced and conveyed to students, to support progression through study and programmes.” (Institutional learning and teaching continuation strategy, Nottingham Trent University 2002-05)





� At Nottingham the work is linked to activity associated with the university‘s institutional learning and teaching continuation strategy, with which Alastair Mutch – see next footnote – is also associated. 





� Mutch A (2003) ‘Exploring the practice of feedback to students’ Active Learning in Higher Education vol 4 no 1, points out that there is relatively little research material in this area and that what there is tends to be based on small or undeclared samples of student work. 


� At Kingston a court visit is set in the first teaching week. Students must undertake the visit at any time before week 6. They are required to write a 500 word report of their experience and submit this before Reading Week. Clear guidelines and information about visiting the various courts are provided and students are given direction on how to approach the written report. In addition to providing early feedback, this is a very effective method of identifying students with language difficulties who can then be directed to the English for Academic Purposes module. Module evaluation shows this assessment task and subsequent feedback to be highly motivating and effective in building student confidence.





� Cited by Gibbs in Assessment matters in higher education  Brown & Glasner (eds).


� Student feedback from module evaluation questionnaires and focus group interviews shows that the majority of students find the completion of these assessment tasks help their learning. Progression statistics also show that students taking the modules in question have an improved rate of success (which carries through to level 2. Although the students did not feel overburdened by the number of assessment tasks, marking and processing the number of assessment items created an excessive workload for staff (after the first year a member of staff asked to be removed from the module). In order to continue this level of support at level 1, for the past two years additional resources have been made available and graduate assistants have been appointed to help with the marking burden. 





� Administered anonymously towards the end of the academic year. The format of the two questions remained constant over the period.


� Rust C (2001) A briefing on the assessment of large groups (LTSN assessment series 12) York:  Learning  and Teaching Support Network Generic Centre.





� Section 6: Assessment of students.





� Rust (2001) points out that with the increased importance put on assessment by the Quality Assurance Agency’s new quality framework, the nature and extent of feedback to students should be a major consideration.





� www.qaa.ac.uk/public/COP/COPaosfinal/contents.htm�


� Quality Assurance Agency, 2003





� Learning from subject review, Quality Assurance Agency, March 2004 - 


www.qaa.ac.uk/public/learningfrom/subjectreviewsection2b.htm#teaching





� Ibid





� Alison Bone, University of Brighton, speaking at the ALT Annual Conference (2003) Maastricht.





� The institutional learning and teaching strategies in both universities identified as a high priority the enhancement of the quality and effectiveness feedback to students. In Kingston, with the aim of identifying and sharing good practice, the Faculty of Business Learning and Teaching Committee (15 May 2002) decided to undertake an audit of existing practice on the provision of assessment feedback within the Faculty. 





�“Year 1 curricula will be reviewed and developed during the period 2002-05, to assess the appropriateness of their learning outcomes, content and provision for broadened and diversified student entry. Year I curricula and teaching will by 2005 incorporate features to ensure that all first year students acquire (a) basic learning and transferable skills and (b) an understanding of the developments expected of them in these and other higher order skills as they progress through their programmes. ��Greater diversity of assessment will be introduced across Year 1 programmes to reflect developed curricula, learning outcomes and approaches to teaching and learning. Formative feedback to students on their assessments will be consistently produced and conveyed to students, to support progression through study and programmes.” (Institutional learning and teaching continuation strategy, Nottingham Trent University 2002-05)





� Mutch (above)





� Ibid


�  The principal exception, in the groups of students covered, is that the GDL students do a purely formative practice coursework. There is a virtually 100% take-up.





� Level 1 and level 3 at Nottingham, all levels at Kingston; some 550 students in all.





� In most cases the questionnaire was handed out in a lecture and time given for its completion. The GDL students were asked to complete it between the halves of a double lecture, and the Kingston level 3 students were given the form, but not allocated lecture time to complete it; both variations depressed the response rate, the latter very significantly. 





� At Nottingham feedback is designedly used in a different way on distance learning programmes.





� Where the absence of a core lecture at the appropriate time meant that questionnaires were distributed in a number of option lectures.


� An example appears at Appendix 1.





�  ‘Learning from subject review’, Quality Assurance Agency March 2004, p28 www.qaa.ac.uk/public/learningfrom/subjectreviewsection2b.htm#teaching


� Ibid p29





� It is difficult to see how this can be avoided in a general questionnaire. In theory there should be consistency of practice, but this is extremely difficult to achieve – as these responses demonstrate!�


� Indicates the total number of responses. Some responses were incomplete.





� Some double responses.





� The same request was made by students in other groups, but not to the same extent.


� Indicates the total number of responses. Some responses were incomplete.





� Some double responses.


� Indicates the total number of responses. Some responses were incomplete.�


� Some double responses.


� Possibly due to the introduction of headings on the feedback sheet itself.�


� This question was not asked at Kingston. 


� Some staff at Nottingham have stated in staff meetings that tutorials are in themselves a form of feedback, but this seems to be a similarly elastic use of the expression.


� “There is no evidence that giving feedback to individuals is better than giving feedback to groups”:


 Dai Hounsell, Professor of Higher Education at the University of Edinburgh and Co-director of the Enhancing Teaching-Learning Environments in Undergraduate Courses project (see www.ed.ac.uk/etl), delivering a paper on feedback at Kingston University Managing Change Conference, November 2003.�


� This is a particular feature, in particular, of the post qualification programmes.


� Especially as the internal subject review at Nottingham had identified this weakness. 


� “Students should be trained in how to interpret feedback, how to make connections between the feedback and the characteristics of the work they produce, and how they can improve their work in the future. It cannot simply be assumed that when students are ‘given feedback’ they will know what to do with it”. Sadler D (1998) ‘Formative assessment: revisiting the territory’ Assessment in Education vol 5 no 1, pp77-84.


� According to  Mantz Yorke (author of Leaving early: undergraduate non-completion in higher education, 1999, Falmer Press, London), speaking at an Institute for Learning and Teaching Symposium on Widening Participation and Promoting Student Retention, 27/09/01, early feedback is a significant retention factor with first year students, many of whom need encouragement at an early stage. He notes that low self belief at the beginning of their university careers can have a detrimental effect on student achievement.





� Assessment is also now  well recognised as a crucial part of the learning process, and rather than see assessment as a hurdle that must be overcome, the aim in setting a self marking exercise was to encourage students to see assessment feedback as a specific part of their overall learning strategy. “Students place great emphasis on assessment, and some writers argue that it is the most powerful influence on the quality of student learning. Assessments may encourage students to engage in effective or less effective learning strategies”. (Cownie F and Bradney A (1999) Teaching legal system Coventry: UK Centre for Legal Education)





� Research by Phil Race, quoted in Gibb G (1994) (eds) Improving student learning: theory and practice Oxford: Centre for Staff Development at 244 focused on the extent of undergraduate learning through different methods and materials. This research shows that assessing the outcomes of learning is the most powerful pedagogical strategy of all.





� This information was set out in the form of a chart, intended to provide students with a frame of reference illustrating the standards they were working towards. Further information on this topic and on feedback more generally can be found on: www.Phil-Race.net.





� Some writers argue that students benefit from being given specimen answers, although there is a tendency for a specimen answer to be taken as being the only 'right' answer. (Cobley C and White S (1994) ‘Specimen and model answers in law teaching’ The Law Teacher 28). Phil Race outlines the advantages and disadvantages of model answers in Using feedback to help students learn.�


� Gibbs G (1995) Assessing student centred courses Oxford: Oxford Brooks University. Gibbs points out that students do not come into higher education with an innate ability to assess their own performance reliably. It was our experience that many students found the ‘transfer of power’ to make judgements about the quality of their work from the tutor to themselves quite difficult. We discovered that clear and specific guidance on how to approach this task is needed and that students need practice in developing the skills and confidence to undertake self marking. 





� At Kingston graduate assistants, provided with clear guidelines and supervision, have proved to be reliable and efficient in marking these tests. The QAA Development Engagement team in 2004 found: “Graduate assistants marking 1st year exercises is an excellent way to allocate resources”.�


� This exercise is marked on a done/not done basis since it is not felt appropriate to assess the students’ reflections qualitatively. Provided what they have written does constitute a reflection on what they have learnt, they will get the available marks.





� Cownie has written: "The primary educational reason for encouraging students to develop their self assessment skills is that self assessment is something which has lifelong application; self awareness, and the ability to learn from experience, is crucial to an individual's self development. In the context of higher education, self assessment can be used by students to develop good learning practices, to consolidate learning over a range of contexts (for example, different modules), to diagnose and remediate learning difficulties and to promote self knowledge, as well as understanding of their subject”.  (Cownie F and Bradney A (1999) above) �


�  Mantz Yorke (author of Leaving early: undergraduate non-completion in higher education, 1999, Falmer Press, London) speaking at an Institute for Learning and Teaching Symposium on Widening Participation and Promoting Student Retention, 27/09/01, said that students’ low self belief at the beginning of their university careers could affect their achievement because they tended to believe that failure was due to lack of intelligence; this in turn could lead to ‘learned helplessness’; difficult tasks could prompt giving up; they were over-concerned with ‘saving face’.





� The module leader, Fiona Tolmie, was inspired to experiment with this after reading the study described by Boud D (1986) Implementing student self assessment as cited in Gibbs, Assessing more students. 





� According to Beck: "The basic aim of higher education is teaching students to think for themselves, to have confidence in their own judgement, but to be aware and capable of the discipline needed to form judgements while conscious of their own and others' prejudices. In other words, independent judgement is, at best, reflective”.  (Beck A (1985) 'Legal education and reflection' The Law Teacher 19, 193-206 at 197)





� Survey of feedback practices in Kingston Business School 2002 as part of the faculty learning and teaching strategy.


� This is also true of Iolis and similar CAL programmes, but this facility is designed in and additional effort and technical expertise are required to allow staff to tailor this and access the record of student achievement.


� This formed part of a consultation document developed by the Kingston University Learning and Teaching Co-ordinators in 2002 and collated by Carol Gartrell. The Business Faculty project has now been taken over by the Faculty Learning & Teaching Co-ordinator, Debbie Anderson, to whom responses would be welcome. E-mail: D.anderson@kingston.ac.uk. 
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