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Summary 

Feedback is vital in just about all learning contexts. These pages look at the central role that feedback plays in student 
learning, and explores ways to help the reception of feedback to be improved. I've also linked feedback to the 
development of competence, exploring the different roles that feedback has at different stages on the pathway towards 
conscious competence. The main section of these pages then expands on some tactics for making feedback work, 
whether in writing, face-to-face, in print, or electronically. All forms of feedback have their pros and cons, and I've tried 
to highlight both sides of the picture in each case, to help you decide how best to use feedback in your own teaching, 
learning and assessment contexts. 
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Feedback and learning 



 

My 'ripples on a pond' model of the main factors underpinning successful learning was developed by asking countless 
people (students, colleagues, professionals, trainers, all sorts of people) straightforward questions about how they 
learned things - all sorts of things. Probably the most universal of the factors in their responses was that feedback was 
essential. 

Most often, this feedback comes from other people - fellow learners, tutors, trainers, instructors, expert witnesses, and 
so on. Quite often, however, it is sufficient to gain feedback from existing (or specially designed) information, which 
responds to tasks that have been attempted in the bid to learn. 

Imagine feedback bouncing back in to the 'ripple' of learning. This keeps the ripple going, increases the intensity of the 
rippling, and deepens learning. If there were to be no feedback the ripple would tend to fade away and die out. The 
learning would vanish. 

Feedback is normally something which happens as a result of some learning-oriented action. Feedback may be provided 
after the event, or during the event, or both. However, feedback can be provided even in the absence of any learning 
action, and may even cause a learning event to take place th



adapting our actions on the basis of it. Yet learning by trial and error is a perfectly natural and valid way of learning, and 
depends on making optimum use of feedback about mistakes. 

Feedback qualities and attributes 

How can we best give feedback to students? We can select from a wide range of processes, but we also need to address 
as many as possible of a range of qualities and attributes in our strategy for providing feedback. For example, feedback 
needs to be: 

• Timely - the sooner the better. There has been plenty of research into how long after the learning event it 



 

Feedback addressing conscious competence 

This area is trickier than may seem obvious! When students 



This is another surprise box, but this time it's a 'good news' box. For example, part-time mature students bring to their 
educational experience a wide range of unconscious competences. These are things that they are good at, but don't 
know how useful and important the things themselves could turn out to be. For example, they're often really skilled at 
time-management and task-management. Their life experience has often allowed them to develop skills at handling a 
number of different agendas at once, and prioritising between competing demands. 

Moving these unconscious competences towards the conscious level almost always results in an increase of confidence 
and self-esteem. If you've just been helped to see that you'



• Such feedback can remain individual, personal and authoritative.  
• It is easier to include pre-prepared statements, using 'cut and paste'.  
• Students can refer to it time and time again.  
• It is easier to read.  
• You can keep copies (paper or electronic) and refer to it easily again.  
• It provides useful evidence for external scrutiny.  

Disadvantages 

• Printed feedback can still be threatening to students when critical.  
• It may appear less personal to students than handwritten feedback.  
• It is not so easy to link each feedback point to the exact part of the work which caused you to write it.  
• The 'cut and paste' elements may show up too strongly to external reviewers, if they have been used too 

widely.  
• It's not so easy to make emphasis in word-processed feedback, so that the most important messages stand out 

from those that are merely routine.  

Model answers or solutions, issued to students along with their marked 
work 

This category covers a wide range of feedback aids, including model answers, perhaps supported by 'commentary' notes 
highlighting principal matters arising with students' work as a whole, worked solutions to calculations or problems, and 
so on. 

Advantages 

• Students can use model answers to revisit their own work in self-assessment mode, and can continue to use 
them as a frame of reference illustrating the standards they are working towards.  

• Model answers can save you a lot of time writing individual feedback or explanation to students.  
• They can be issued to students who missed an assignment, or for reference by students who may have been 

exempted from it.  
• They constitute useful evidence of standards and expectations, both for students and for external quality 

reviewers.  

Disadvantages 

• Because model answers or solutions are relatively impersonal, some students will not really engage in 
comparing their own work to them.  

• Students who do the assignment equally well overall, but in different ways, may feel that their individuality is not 
being valued or recognised.  

• Students may assume that the model answers represent all that they need to know about the topic on which 
the assignment was based.  

• Students who missed out an important aspect in their own work may not notice the significance of this, and 
may still need further feedback about their own particular strengths and weaknesses.  

• If the same assignment is used again within a year or two, there may be clear evidence that the model answers 
are still in circulation!  

Assignment return sheets 

These are normally pre-prepared proformas, where you provide detailed written word-processed or electronic feedback 
comments to students on each of a number of assessment criteria applied to their work. 

Advantages 

• 



• The essential parts of the feedback agenda are clarified by the assignment return sheets, giving students a frame 
of reference for what is expected of them in similar assignments in future.  

• The elements of the assignment return sheets can be fine-tuned to reflect the intended learning outcomes 
associated with the assessed work (particularly welcomed by external reviewers seeking connections between 
assessment criteria and published learning outcomes).  

Disadvantages 

• Not all of the feedback you wish in practice to give to individual students is likely to relate to the anticipated 
agendas on an assignment return sheet.  

• Students may question you about the differences in their scores or grades.  
• You may have to find other ways to keep for your own records (and for external review) the individual 

feedback that you add for students.  
• Any pre-prepared agenda is likely to be found to be inappropriate for at least some of the assignments, for 

example students who do the assignment very well but in an unanticipated way, or students whose work meets 
the published agenda but where you feel that they still 



• In your debriefing with the whole group, you can go through each of the important codes one at a time, 
meaning that all of the students to whom the message is directed get the translation of their code at the same 
moment. This point-by-point debriefing focuses students' attention much more sharply than when general 
debriefings are given. For example, until you reveal your message, all students with a 'W' written once or more 
on their work will be trying to work out for themselves what that 'W' might mean.  

Disadvantages 

• It is harder for you to remember which students made which misunderstandings or mistakes (unless you 
photocopy their work with your codes on it, or make some sort of grid recording the codes used for each 
student).  

• Students may lose the glossary you issue to them, or may not go to the trouble of re-translating your codes 
when they review their work later.  

• The process of debriefing can be boring to the better students who made few of the errors or 
misunderstandings which you explain to the rest of the cohort.  

Face-to-face feedback 

Face-to-face feedback can carry with it very high learning payoff for students. It can be memorable, and can help students 
to change attitudes and approaches. Face-to-face feedback (whether to individuals or groups) carries with it the 
additional explanation that comes through body language, facial expression, tone of voice, emphasis, and so on. 
Furthermore, in face-to-face feedback situations, you have immediate feedback on how your messages are getting across 
to students. You can tell a lot about how they are reacting to your feedback from their expressions, body language, and 
so on. Moreover, you can adjust what you say, and how you say it, to respond to your observations of what is happening. 

Face-to-face feedback to whole classes 

This includes giving oral feedback to a whole class after having marked their assignments, before or after returning their 
actual work to them. Alternatively, you can give face-to-face feedback to the whole group about the task immediately 
after collecting their work from them, but before you've marked it, so that they get at least some feedback on the task as 
soon as possible, while the task is still fresh in their minds. 

Advantages 



• It is an important feedback mechanism to be able to justify to external reviewers (but of course you'll need 
evidence to support your claims for it - for example, feedback from students about your face-to-face feedback 
with them).  

Disadvantages 

• One-to-one face-to-face feedback can be extremely threatening when critical.  
• Students may become defensive when receiving critical feedback, and you may feel tempted to go in harder to 

justify the feedback.  
• Students can be embarrassed when receiving positive feedback, and this can cause them not to fully benefit 

from praise.  
• It takes a great deal of time to organise individual appointments with each member of large classes.  
• There can be even more time wasted between appointments, and with students who don't turn up.  
• Students often tend to remember only some of a feedback interview with an important person like you, often 



• You have the opportunity to edit your feedback before you finally send it - how often have we (when using 
handwritten feedback) written quite a lot of feedback down, only to find that the student concerned addressed 
the point a paragraph or page later!  

• They can receive when they're ready, and usually take in your feedback in the relative comfort of privacy.  
• You can tailor your feedback to individual students' needs, strengths and weaknesses.  
• Students can refer back to your feedback again and again.  
• You can keep track of what feedback you have given to which students.  
• You can use electronic cut and paste, and save yourself having to type out frequently-needed messages more 

than once.  
• Students can reply directly about your feedback.  
• Useful evidence is built up relatively automatically, for external review.  

Disadvantages 

• Students may have limited access to networked computers, and may be somewhat rushed when they have 
opportunities to receive your feedback.  

• Students may not treat your feedback as seriously as if it were face-to-face, or on printed or handwritten 
paper.  

• Students may not be able to look at your feedback at the same time as their original work (you may still have 
the latter), or may not take time to look through their returned work and match up your feedback comments 
with the detail of their work.  

• Students are more likely to 'lose' emailed feedback than printed or handwritten feedback.  



• Students can work through computer-based learning materials at their own pace, and within limits at their own 
choice of time and place.  

• Feedback to pre-designed tasks can be received almost instantly by students, at the point of entering their 
decision or choice into the system.  

• Computer-based feedback legitimises learning by trial and error, and allows students to learn from mistakes in 
the comfort of privacy.  

• You can prepare detailed feedback in anticipation of the most likely mistakes or misconceptions which you 
know will be common among your students.  

• Students can view the feedback as often as they need it as they work through the package.  

Disadvantages 

• You can not easily tell to what extent individual students are benefiting from the feedback you have designed.  
• Students who don't understand the feedback responses you have designed may not be able to question you 

further at the time, in the ways they could have used with emailed or computer-conference-based feedback.  
• The 'now you see it, now it's gone' syndrome can affect students' retention of your feedback messages, as 

students move quickly from one screenful of information to another in the package.  

Feedback: balancing learning payoff and efficiency 

Some feedback processes deliver high learning payoff - notably one-to-one face-to-face feedback. Other feedback 
processes are highly efficient in terms of our time - notably electronic one-to-many communication, or face-to-face 
communication with a large group of students. How can we think about efficiency and learning payoff at once? In two 
dimensions. 

 

Task 

1. On post-its, or small pieces of paper, jot down (one on each) each of the different methods you presently use 
to deliver feedback to your students. Also jot down other feedback methods you have thought of developing in 
your own work.  

2. Shuffle the post-its according to the level of learning payoff that you believe each method achieves, on average, 
with your students. Arrange that the methods delivering high learning payoff drift towards the top of your desk 
or wall.  

3. Further shuffle the post-its according to the degree of efficiency (in terms of your time) you feel that each 
method achieves. Move the most time-efficient methods towards the left, the less-efficient ones towards the 
right.  

4. Decide into which box of the grid above each method fits most closely. Are there any surprises to you in your 
conclusions? (There usually are such surprises when I run this exercise at a workshop.)  

5. Send to me via my website the most interesting of your findings. I'll try in due course to include on these web 
pages an analysis of whichs 


