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e-Feedback and Students’ Changing Needs and Expectations

Abstract

The provision and quality of feedback on assignments has become a ‘thorny’ issue throughout Higher Education due to the rapidly increasing undergraduate enrolment and diversified student backgrounds as a result of the internationalization of Higher Education.  This paper describes a qualitative study that investigated a group of 1st-year undergraduate students’ perceptions of a computer-aided essay marking practice for one large biology course. The study tries to explore the changing needs and expectations of the students for feedback on their written assignments, and examines the efficacy of technologies to meet students’ needs and expectations and facilitate their learning through feedback.  
1.  Introduction

The importance of feedback in students’ assignments either by the teacher/expert or classmates/peers has been accentuated in the literature for decades. Hattie’s (1987) review of 87 meta-analyses of studies on student achievement and Black and Wiliam’s (1998) comprehensive review of formative assessment have both concluded that the most powerful influence is feedback. However, the logistical problems associated with modularization, larger student numbers in 1st-year classes, greater diversity and reduced staff-student ratios in many universities have all had a negative effect on the quantity and quality of feedback in assessment 


(Gill and Greenhow 2008; Nicol 2007; Walker, Topping and Rodrigues 2008) ADDIN EN.CITE . 

Resource constraints have led most institutions to enlist technologies to help with the assessment process. Some have turned to more automated, computer-generated assessment (e.g., Blayney and Freeman 2004; Walker, Topping and Rodrigues 2008), while some have sought technical alternatives that could aid human markers to provide traditional-style marking and feedback 


(e.g., Aitken 1998; Bancroft et al. 2003; Campbell 2005) ADDIN EN.CITE . Hence, many aspects of assessment have seen a sea change, e.g., the assignment delivery and submission mode (from paper to online), the assessment format (from essay writing to online discussions/blogs), and the media conveying feedback (from handwritten text to audio/video). 

Given the critical importance of feedback and the rapidly evolving technologies associated with it, research on students’ expectations, perceptions and needs of feedback in general or technology-aided assessment in specific is noticeably underweight (Walker, Topping and Rodrigues 2008; Weaver 2006). Luckily, Nicol (2007, 668) has noted ‘a growing interest in the quality of student learning experience’ in undergraduate study recently. The present paper will join the expanding effort to understand the changing learner needs and expectations with regard to new forms of feedback. It first looks into the literature background on feedback, and then describes a qualitative study that aimed to explore: a) the learners’ perceptions of the e-feedback practice in a first-year undergraduate course; b) their expectations prior to and after their experience; c) the aspects of feedback that mattered to them most; and d) their preferences for different forms of feedback. 

2.  Literature on Feedback

Denton and others (2008, 487) remind us that ‘in an era of sophisticated learning technologies, the criteria for effective feedback remain the same’. To understand the criteria, let us first look at what constitutes feedback.

Interestingly, Ramaprasad’s (1983, 4) definition of feedback, although originally proposed within the discipline of management, has been widely cited in the educational studies literature: ‘Feedback is information about the gap between the actual level and the reference level of a system parameter which is used to alter the gap in some way’. Ramaprasad also emphasizes that ‘if the information on the gap is merely stored without being utilized to alter the gap, it is not feedback’(p5).

Self-evidently, this definition indicates that criteria for effective feedback must be two-fold: 1) how clearly the ‘gap’ is illuminated; and 2) how well students are motivated to use the feedback. There are some excellent studies and literature reviews 


(e.g., Brown and Glover 2006; Gibbs and Simpson 2004-05; Sadler 1989) ADDIN EN.CITE  that have summarized the principles and conducive factors that reflect these criteria (see Figure 1 below). For instance, while some researchers (e.g., Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2004) advocate the efficacy of positive comments, some argue that comments of a praising tone actually damage learning (Dweck 2000). Also, Lunsford (1997) proposes the principle of providing only three well thought out comments per essay.
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Among these qualities of feedback, one critical, but often underestimated, factor is ‘clarity’ or understandability of the meaning of a given feedback. Sadler (1989) asserts that, for feedback to be cognitively internalized by the learner, the following three conditions must be met: 1) the learner must understand the standard (or reference level) being aimed for; 2) she must compare the actual level of performance with the standard; 3) she must actively engage in appropriate actions which leads to some closure of the gap. Nonetheless, we often take it for granted that providing feedback to the learner will automatically lead to self-correction and improvement, whereas in reality the messages are often unusable or too complex for the learner to decode 


(Gibbs and Simpson 2004-05; Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2004; Shepard 2000) ADDIN EN.CITE , because students are often unversed in the particular orientation of a discipline (Lea and Street 1998). A typical example is MacLellen’s (2001) survey, which revealed a drastic discrepancy between the lecturers’ and the students’ perceptions of feedback: most teachers considered their feedback to students helpful, while 30% of the students reported that feedback never helped them to understand. 

Another discouraging fact is that feedback information is seldom about aspects that are abstract and difficult to define but are of great importance to academic learning (e.g., structure of argument) (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2004). Draper (2009) echoes claims that many teachers do not address the most immediate need of many newly enrolled undergraduate students or what is actually in the long run the most important to them. Moreover, the aforementioned dilemmas of the modern ‘mass higher education’(Hounsell and Hounsell 2007)—the decreasing teacher-student ratio and modularization—have forced many teachers to restrict their feedback comments to a few terse lines. 

Therefore, a general concern is whether we are providing our students with the appropriate kind and amount of usable feedback they need to ‘alter the gap’ effectively. Can technology aid us in providing feedback that meets the aforementioned criteria? A fair number of studies demonstrate that e-feedback have certain incontrovertible advantages over the traditional pen-and-paper methods, e.g., elimination of physical delivery, and the ease of production of electronic comments and marking rubrics.  Bridge and Appleyard’s (2008) survey found that 56% of the respondents expressed a preference for electronic submission and feedback. Denton and others’ (2008) comparative study also confirmed the pedagogic value of the structured Word-processed feedback produced by their e-marking software. The authors’ institution has also implemented a similar innovation for an undergraduate course. While most research on electronically annotated feedback adopted quantitative methods for investigations into students’ experiences 


(e.g., Aitken 1998; Bancroft et al. 2003; Cargill 2001) ADDIN EN.CITE , this study opted for a qualitative method in an attempt to probe into students’ perceptions in more depth. 

3.  The Background

The course concerned (named ‘course D’ hereafter) was a foundational course for about 400 first-year undergraduate biology students. The students were asked to write an essay which accounted for 25% of their final mark for this course. Although the marking work was shared among about 15 teaching staff members, due to the sheer volume and limited time, the whole process was still a considerable maneuver for both the markers and the administrative staff. Naturally the situation called for more efficient organisation of quality feedback delivery. e-Marking procedures were thus conceived, involving the use of 20 dedicated tablet PC laptops, Microsoft Word, Excel, the University-wide virtual learning environment (VLE), and the screen capture software Camtasia. The whole workflow is detailed in Figure 2.
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Almost every step of the procedure was transmitted electronically which saved time and eliminated some logistic problems, so that the teachers could spend more time providing feedback rather than paper shuffling. The major goal of this e-marking practice was to let technology help the teachers to produce feedback of greater clarity, consistency and relevancy. A series of bespoke Microsoft Word and Excel macros had been developed by a learning technology expert. These macros, preinstalled on the tablet laptops, enabled the markers to:

· mark through a list of papers without having to keep records manually;

· view an essay on the tablet laptop in a portrait mode just like a normal paper as the laptop screen is of A4 size;

· mark on the essay using a stylus pen just like marking on a paper-based essay using an ink pen;

· annotate the essay with textual or graphic comments through the customized macros;

· capture screen movements and record audio comments by using Camtasia embedded in Microsoft Word.

Thus, the students received mainly two types of feedback for the assignment: textual and audio-video comments.

4.  Methodology

This study was an initial attempt in this institution to identify students’ perceptions, needs and expectations of e-feedback. It was intended to be a small-scale, exploratory investigation which might reveal some clear pointers for further studies where more quantitative methods might yield more specific triangulation evidences. Hence, at this stage, only one research method was employed in this study.

Research Instrument

A qualitative research method—group interview—was chosen for this study due to its possibility of probing into the less quantifiable learner attributes as well as yielding richer data. The validity of the instrument was ensured through focused literature review and careful construction of questions that were in resonance with the aims of this study. It contained 5-7 semi-structured questions which gave the interviewer the flexibility to elaborate if the interviewees’ responses called for further investigation. The questions were centred upon the factors of effective feedback described in Literature Review. For example, the students were asked whether they thought the e-feedback they received was sufficient and understandable, their perceptions of its quality in comparison with traditional written feedback, how they made use of it, and their needs and expectations of feedback in their university study.  

The Sample

The interviewees completed Course D in the first semester. During the second semester, several classes were approached immediately after their lab sessions on different dates, and some students volunteered to be interviewed on this topic. Due to the availability of volunteers, the number of participants for each interview varied from one to five persons.  

The Data

Seven interviews, involving 25 interviewees in total, were completed by the first author, and the interview lengths varied from thirty minutes to about an hour. All seven interviews were recorded digitally and transcribed to a near verbatim standard by the first author, and the transcriptions were then verified and amended by the second author. Interpretation of interview data is inevitably subjective, therefore this paper tries to present as much authentic data as possible to illustrate the findings. 

Admittedly, with a single research method and a self-selecting sample, the findings from this study may not be generalisable, but they may be of interest to teachers in comparable undergraduate teaching contexts. 

5.  Data Analysis

Coincidentally, when the investigation was conducted, the students had just received feedback for another course (named ‘Course M’ hereafter, attended by 365 students) in the traditional manner. During the interviews the interviewees all spontaneously compared the two essay experiences.

As the interview subjects were volunteers, the cohort turned out to be fairly heterogeneous. There was a mix of male and female, British and international students. It was obvious in the interviews that some of them had done well in their essays and were high achievers while some performed less well and were more passive learners. Nevertheless, even with such a diverse cohort, surprisingly consistent patterns appeared in the responses about feedback across the interviews. An iterative coding analysis revealed the following recurring themes.

Promptness

The importance of the timeliness of feedback has been emphasized in the literature 


(Gibbs and Simpson 2004-05; Nicol 2007; Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2004) ADDIN EN.CITE . All the interviewees were satisfied with the promptness of the feedback. They reported that the feedback for Course M was returned even faster than Course D. However, they were in fact more concerned about the quality rather than the promptness of feedback. As one student asserted:

‘I’d rather have my essay feedback a bit later, knowing that the marker had thought about it a bit more than just going through them in a really really quick time and then just read them once.’ 

There was a general discontent with the Course M feedback which typically only contained a general comment on the front page. 

Prior Expectations

Overall, e-feedback was considered much better than what the students had expected from their first-year of study.

‘I’d say the feedback is very very good. Yeah, better than I expected. I’m surprised that they take so much time for, especially, the first years because we’re not really that important in first year.’

Most students had expected either just a mark or a few lines of general comments beside a mark. 

Preference—Electronic Feedback

All but one of the interviewees clearly preferred e-feedback to traditional paper-based marking. A number of strengths were mentioned in the interviews.  

5.1.1 Easier access
The usual way of submitting assignments and delivering feedback in this institution is rather ‘unsophisticated’. Students put their work into a locked box and then retrieve their feedback from a table in a public area where all the marked papers are laid out in the open. Students identify their own work by PIN numbers printed on the papers. Nearly all the interviewees were very critical of this system. They complained that the ‘feedback table’ was often a total mess, they had to queue for a long time because of the large student number, and they often could not quite remember their PIN numbers. One student even reported her paper had gone missing. In contrast, the electronic submission and feedback delivery through the VLE offered much easier access. Not only could they submit essays from anywhere with better security, but also they could receive the feedback more efficiently and safely.  

5.1.2 Privacy

Another advantage of e-feedback was privacy. The following comment was very representative of the students’ views on this issue. 

‘I think it’s good because it keeps it private as well. You don’t have to go with lots of people and pick up your essay, and then they go ‘oh what did you get’.’

5.1.3 Quantity
The most striking difference the interviewees found between Course D and Course M was the volume of feedback. It was almost unanimously acknowledged that Course D provided much more detailed feedback.

‘Course D, I was impressed. They marked the essay with the little comments, but they also gave overall feedback of that marker’s group. So you got a lot of feedback from Course D, but Course M, it was worse than I expected.’

This advantage of e-feedback is probably unsurpassable by the traditional marking, because there is simply not enough space between lines or on the margins of the paper if the marker has to hand-write the same amount of information.

Not only that the students received plenty of very specific, typed comments throughout their essays, but also some students even received additional audio-video feedback. These students reported that audio-video feedback contained much more information than a teacher would normally write, was easier to comprehend than handwritten comments, and felt more personal ‘coz you can actually listen to the person who actually marked it rather than just getting a mark on a piece of paper’. Some interviewees said they listened to their audio-video feedback repeatedly or even took notes to make sure they really understood the information. This mirrors the findings reported in Merry and Orsmond’s (2008) study on audio feedback.

5.1.4 Quality

Quality was the second most outstanding reason from the interviewees’ explanations about their preference for e-feedback. The students generally felt that the depth and constructiveness of e-feedback was beyond their expectations.

‘I would say it [e-feedback] was certainly as good as expected. Maybe even better. Yeah, there was certainly a lot of feedback which did help.’

In comparison, most of them thought the feedback for Course M was less helpful.

 ‘The Course D one seemed to have a bit more of a good explanation of where I’d gone wrong, whereas the Course M they just kind of wrote on the front, they don’t focus.’

Legible & precise marking indicators

An indisputable strength of e-feedback is its legibility. The interviewees commented that the typed feedback was definitely more readable than hand-written comments. The customized macros within Word enabled the Course D teachers to highlight, draw, insert comments wherever necessary in an essay. The students found that e-feedback was much clearer as they could see precisely where their weaknesses/strengths were and the ways the markers suggested to improve.

‘I really really like what we got for the Course D essay because throughout the actual essay, you had a lot of commentary on the side of your essay so you could relate to where you’d gone wrong.’

 ‘They’d actually highlight bits of the text in red … and written in little boxes at the sides so it was directly linked to it so that you don’t have to keep looking backwards and forwards. You can just read through your essay and read all the comments on the sides.’

‘That Course D one got a video feedback, so they talked you through exactly where, you could see it on the screen.’

An interesting contrast was reported in one interviewee’s response:

‘Throughout the [Course M] essay, s/he had underlined or circled things, but hadn’t actually explained why/what that was, … so I’m still wondering what is it that’s wrong with it.’

This was probably more due to the spatial constraints on the paper rather than the teacher’s willingness to expound.

Understandable & constructive comments

Most interviewees agreed that the e-feedback comments were more constructive about how to improve.

‘It explained to me like, where I’d lost marks on and how I could improve them and how my essay all tied together.’

One student experienced two distinctly contrasting scenarios in Course D and Course M:

‘From my first[Course D essay], my video feedback, I got what I actually wanted’ 

‘For certain reason, I got my Course M paper back, and what I read was a bit strange for me because I didn’t really know how to interpret it.’

Obviously, the e-feedback he received was of greater clarity, and thus it was more ‘usable’ for his future learning. 

The interviewees also found feedback on skills for writing scientific essays very useful, e.g., referencing, using figures, structure of an essay, etc.

‘It explained the reasons … why your introduction needed connection with the rest of essay, or something like that. It was good.’

‘If you had…something that maybe wasn’t relevant, it’d say, ‘you could leave this out in the future’ or ‘this bit’s not right and you maybe need to change your graph slightly’.’

It was very clear in the data that most interviewees valued this type of comments greatly, and expressed a strong request for more of such comments in future. 

Needs and Expectations

The interviews revealed several common learning needs and expectations about feedback among this cohort of students.

5.1.5 Wider implementations

The majority of the interviewees held the opinion that the electronic form of essay submission and feedback should be used in all courses. It did not only save time and ‘hassle’, but also saved paper. In addition, most students thought audio-video feedback was, as one student put it, ‘a good idea and should spread out.’ 

5.1.6 More feedback

The students repeatedly mentioned a need for more feedback on assignments, although many also appreciated the fact that each teacher had to shoulder a large marking workload in the current Higher Education context.

‘You can’t have too much feedback, whether it’s praise or criticism. … getting a number is completely pointless. We do need to have an explanation of the numbers on there. … It’s been enough, what I’ve had so far, but obviously I would like more.’

They would like to see a greater provision of instructions on how to improve for their next assignment, especially, more examples to model on. Corresponding to what McKenzie (2004) has stated, this study also confirmed that high achieving students often need feedback as much as those who have performed less well. 

‘If one has really really good essays, … [the marker should] still try to give points where one could improve, … when you get an essay with a mark of, say 80, basically what you get is a feedback ‘brilliant essay’ and that’s it, but you still feel there’s 20% missing as well and where has that 20% gone then.’

5.1.7 More guidance on scientific writing

The majority of the interviewees did not know how to approach their first essay task and would have liked to have more guidance on writing techniques and norms for scientific papers. They had realized that writing a scientific essay at university level was completely different from how they wrote at schools. Many reported that they had never had any training in writing scientific articles prior to university. Hence, they lacked knowledge on what writing style to use, how much depth to go into, how to use graphs and references, and what disciplinary conventions to follow. They realized that they needed to make a transition from school English essay writing to university science writing, and expected the teachers to provide more feedback or even training on writing skills. As one interviewee observed, ‘I can have the understanding, it’s just how to present our understanding.’ This type of feedback is termed as ‘comments on skills development’ by Brown and Glover (2006).
However, such comments were not as desirable to the students who had achieved good results and were more confident in their writing skills. They typically looked for ‘comments on content’ (Brown and Glover 2006).

‘I would rather have them to talk about actual biological aspect of what’s going on rather than scientific writing sessions.’

Moreover, such students also had a clear preference for critical rather than praising feedback. 

‘I would much rather have a feedback that’s negative to help you improve. It frustrates me when my mark isn’t 100% and yet all my comments were just ‘very good’ ‘very good’ ‘very good’.’

Feedforward? 

43% of the interviewees reported they had revisited the feedback from the Course D essay. Especially, all the students who received audio-video feedback reported they reviewed what was wrong and the specific remedial suggestions in their Course D feedback before they worked on their next assignments. 

6.  Discussion 

This study revealed some distinct changes in the needs and expectations for feedback on assignments among the entry-level undergraduate students. 

First of all, the promptness of feedback was not a pivotal concern for these students. They would appreciate a concerted effort for higher quality feedback even if that meant they might have to wait slightly longer. 

Secondly, although before their university education, most students had experienced feedback in forms of marks and a few comments only, they reckoned now they would need more detailed feedback on assignments. Walker’s (2009) interviews with 43 first-year and second-year undergraduate students in engineering and computing found that their students valued comments on skills development most. This tendency was confirmed in this study: these participants also emphasized that they needed more feedback on their scientific writing skills in addition to information on the subject knowledge and specific ‘disciplinary ways of thinking’ (McCune and Hounsell 2005). They asked for examples of how to accomplish a task properly, which showed that they were actively seeking to understand the ‘reference level’ and gauge the breadth of the ‘gap’. A fair proportion of them made use of the diagnostic feedback and tried to ‘close the gap’ before their next assignment. Moreover, it seemed that the high-achieving learners expected more comments on content instead of comments on skills and were more likely to be motivated by constructive criticisms rather than praising comments.

Thirdly, most interviewees felt that the electronically marked assignment met or even exceeded their needs and expectations in terms of the promptness, privacy, quantity, clarity and constructiveness of the feedback. They perceived the e-feedback as being particularly adequate in quantity and understandability, and thus more helpful to their learning than traditional written feedback. All of them except one preferred to have e-feedback and suggested it should be implemented in all courses. This is a much more distinct inclination than the earlier findings from Bridge and Appleyard (2008). This may be partly owing to the evolving capabilities of technologies, and partly because nowadays undergraduate students are more and more ‘e-ready’ when entering university.

7.  Conclusion

Although the study involved a small cohort of students, there appeared a remarkably clear picture: these students perceived feedback quite differently from what is commonly observed in the literature—that feedback is often unusable or left unattended at all by students (Hounsell 1987). The authors believe that, although criteria for effective feedback remain the same, students’ experiences are changing due to the quality of feedback enhanced by technology. Evident in this research, students were more likely to ‘go back to’ feedback if it was of adequate quantity and quality in accordance with their expectations and needs. 

The ultimate pedagogic goal of assessment is for students to be motivated to internalize their feedback knowledge and transform it into feedforward for their future learning. Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2004) assert that ‘feedback’ and ‘feedforward’ should be systematically embedded in curriculum practices. This study suggests that integrating appropriate technologies into assessment may, to a certain extent, augment teachers’ effective evaluative practices and strengthen this link between ‘feedback’ and ‘feedforward’ for students.
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