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Feedback: A 3D Puzzle



Why did I do this?



The Problem //



THE FEEDBACK PROBLEM SPACE: 

2000 
hours

13,000+ 
hours

Vs

(Cohen, Fielding & Waterton, 2010; Scottish Government, 2023) 



Feedback remembered 
but never used, is not feedback

(Orsmond, Merry & Reiling, 2005)



THE FEEDBACK PROBLEM SPACE: 

How much timetable time is dedicated to 
increasing feedback literacy?



THE FEEDBACK PROBLEM SPACE: 

How much do students trust us (the academics) 
when we tell them Feedback Literacy is 

important?

Because 
I said 
so!



THE FEEDBACK PROBLEM SPACE: 

We tend to look inwards

when looking for ‘solutions’ for feedback
(Hounsell & Hounsell, 2007)



If we want students to take action, 
the optimum number of comments 
is 3 
(Lunsford, 1997)

Simplify 
Message

“Sometimes when there’s a lot of feedback, it feels like 
the feedback belongs to the lecturer, not to you, and 
you feel less able to take ownership of it”

// From exploratory qualitative data



The Problem //

Low Feedback Literacy:
Help learners meet us halfway

Focus on digestible & actionable feedback



Addressing the Problem



AFP// Fostering Proactive Recipience

Tune the Ear

University-wide
Feedback 
Literacy 

resources

‘Making The 
Most of 

Feedback’

Simplify Message

Rubrics + 
3 Comments 

Only

1] Motivational
2] Correctional

3] Feed-forward

Finishes with 
‘Call to Action’

Links to 
resources to 

support taking 
action on 
feedback

Encourage ACTION



Tune the Ear

• Interview clips with students
• Feedback as a process
• Feedback as communication dynamic
• Typical reactions to feedback
• Growth Mindset
• How to take action on feedback

Available on Canvas, 
promoted before 1st

submission & linked on 
feedback form

Podcast//

Understanding
and Engaging
with Feedback





AFP// 3 is the Optimum Number

Tune the Ear Simplify Message

University-wide
Feedback 
Literacy 

resources

‘Making The 
Most of 

Feedback’

Rubrics + 
3 Comments 

Only

1] Motivational
2] Correctional

3] Feed-forward

(Lunsford, 1997)

Finishes with 
‘Call to Action’

Links to 
resources to 

support taking 
action on 
feedback

Encourage ACTION



Simplify 
Message

Specific items that were
done well 

Specific items that could
be improved and,

Changes in approach that should be 
considered to improve future 
performance

Three
Parts

Specific | Substantive | Supportive | (+ Signposted)



It’s not enough

It’s just the s**t sandwich approach

How can giving less feedback be better?

AFP// Common (academic) Reactions



AFP// Feedback remembered but never used, is not 
feedback

(Orsmond, Merry & Reiling, 2005)

Tune the Ear Simplify Message

University-wide
Feedback 
Literacy 

resources

‘Making The 
Most of 

Feedback’

Rubrics + 
3 Comments 

Only

1] Motivational
2] Correctional

3] Feed-forward

Finishes with 
‘Call to Action’

Links to 
resources to 

support taking 
action on 
feedback

Encourage ACTION



MAKE AN ACTION PLAN FOR YOUR FEEDBACK!

NOW THAT YOU HAVE READ YOUR FEEDBACK, IT IS IMPORTANT THAT YOU TAKE ACTION ON IT.

Feedback not acted upon is not really feedback, so now it is up to you to make an action plan to 
ensure you make the most of this feedback and use it in your future work. You can make 
your action plan by simply hitting ‘add comment’ below, or even better you can 
DOWNLOAD THE FEEDBACK PORTFOLIO from the ‘Making the Most of Feedback’ site. This 
will help you make an action plan and track your progress across all your assessed work.

Access the Making ‘The Most of Feedback’ site here:

Encourage ACTION

Students should get the opportunity to act on 
their feedback to close the learning gap 
(Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006)



ASPECT(S) DONE PARTICULARLY WELL:

A feature of this work that was done well was the clear effort made to create a coherent and logical structure. 
The use of signposting sentences, well considered sub-headings and consistent terminology led to a clear 
argument being developed throughout the work, which made the discussion easy to follow. This helps 
strengthen the quality of your work overall, well done

ASPECT(S) THAT COULD HAVE BEEN DONE BETTER:

An area in this work where there was room for further development was in the analysis of the application of the theoretical 
framework in the case study. Although there is a clear attempt to bring relevant literature to build the discussion points, these 
points were most often describing the 'what', but not the 'why'. This meant that the discussion moved on before it had fully 
explained the mechanics of what was happening and how that fitted into the analysis. In future, think in terms of the following 
connected phrases for analysis: 'what?' - (what is happening...), 'so what?' (why is it happening...), 'then what?' (what are the 
implications or wider context of this...).

A POINT OF PROCESS THAT SHOULD BE WORKED ON FOR THE FUTURE:

Something that might help you in future work would be to be a harsh and critical reader of your own work. Try to read 
your writing through your reader's eyes. It is difficult to disconnect what you think you're saying with what the words on 
the page are saying to your reader, but it is important to practice it so you can edit to the cleanest, most comprehensible 
argument. In writing there is a saying, 'the work is not finished when there is nothing left to add, it's finished when there's 
nothing left to take away'.

MAKE AN ACTION PLAN FOR YOUR FEEDBACK!

NOW THAT YOU HAVE READ YOUR FEEDBACK, IT IS IMPORTANT THAT YOU TAKE ACTION ON IT.
Feedback not acted upon is not really feedback, so now it is up to you to make an action plan to ensure you make the most of 
this feedback and use it in your future work. You can make your action plan by simply hitting ‘add comment’ below, or even 
better you can DOWNLOAD THE FEEDBACK PORTFOLIO from the ‘Making the Most of Feedback’ site. This will help you make an 
action plan and track your progress across all your assessed work.

Access the Making ‘The Most of Feedback’ site here:

https://heriotwatt.sharepoint.com/sites/skillshub/SitePages/Making-the-most-of-
feedback.aspx?CT=1699287616951&OR=OWA-NT&CID=5dd2ef1d-d9eb-8816-01b6-8a54ee499ba1



AFP = A platform to support alignment

Student Cohort

Marking Team

Student Resources:
Tells them to look for 3 comments

Explains how and why to take 
action

Feedback Produced:
Gives 3 comments

Encourages students to take 
action



Resources

Using the AFP 
(for staff)

CLICK HERE

Guide to using the AFP in your 
assessment

Making the 
Most of 

Feedback
(for students)

CLICK HERE

Feedback literacy and take action
resources for students

https://sites.google.com/view/theactionfeedbackprotocol/home
https://sites.google.com/view/makingthemostoffeedback/home


Challenges of Operationalising

Simplify Message

Phase 1 – Building and Sharing

Phase 2 – Supporting and Influencing

Phase 3 – Campaigning and Bargaining

Phase 4 – Embedding and Refining



Does it work?

Simplify Message

95%: Feedback is helpful for their 
academic development.

90%: Feedback is the right amount

94%  Assessment was fair and 
appropriate



Does it work?

Simplify Message

“Working with the Action Feedback Protocol for 
longer and gradually getting students to engage in 
a serious way in the system of feedback giving and 
receiving, it has the potential to help students 
improve their academic abilities and develop 
valuable lifelong skills.” 

(Course Leader, University of Edinburgh)

“The marking stands out from others because of 
the structure of feedback which include aspects 
done well, for improvement and pointers for the 
next assignment. ” 

(External Examiner, SoSS)



Does it work?

Simplify Message

AFP was featured in the Association 
of National Teaching Fellows Blog, 

https://ntf-association.com/the-action-feedback-protocol-a-journey-of-innovation-and-partnership/


Now, some questions…



Do you trust that feedback will help you improve? What would 
make you more likely to engage with and use feedback?

How does feedback currently feel to you? Something you 
"receive" or something you "use"? What could help you feel 
you have greater ownership of your feedback?

For Students:

Dr Andrew MacLaren
a.maclaren@hw.ac.uk



The AFP tends to stimulate quality vs quantity debates…what 
are your thoughts?

What do you think are the biggest barriers preventing students 
from acting on feedback? How can we as educators better 
support them in closing the feedback loop?

For Staff:

Dr Andrew MacLaren
a.maclaren@hw.ac.uk



What are some common reasons you don’t act on feedback? 

Have you ever received feedback that you thought was ‘bad’, 
why was it bad?

For Students:

Dr Andrew MacLaren
a.maclaren@hw.ac.uk



In your experience, how consistent is feedback across 
markers? 

What could be done to improve alignment in feedback 
practice?

For Staff:

Dr Andrew MacLaren
a.maclaren@hw.ac.uk
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