
Types of Feedback and Their Purposes

This chapter illustrates these types of feedback with classroom examples. It is important to know what your choices are—what tools are in the box. Knowing what tools are available is the first step in choosing the right one for a specific student or learning target. Examples of both good and bad practices are given for each, with the exception of clarity, specificity, and tone. These "word choice" options are addressed in Chapter 3, which is specifically about the language you choose for feedback.

Choosing Feedback Strategies

As noted in Chapter 1, feedback strategies can vary in several dimensions: timing, amount, mode, and audience. Let's look at each of these in turn.

1. Timing

The purpose of giving immediate or only slightly delayed feedback is to help students hear it and use it. Feedback needs to come while students are still mindful of the topic, assignment, or performance in question. It needs to come while they still think of the learning goal as a learning goal—that is, something they are still striving for, not something they already did. It especially needs to come while they still have some reason to work on the learning target. Feedback about a topic they won't have to deal with again all year will strike students as pointless. A general principle for gauging the timing of feedback is to put yourself in the students' place. When would students want to hear your feedback? When they are still thinking about the work, of course. And when they can still do something about it. Figure 2.1 summarizes some examples of good and bad timing of feedback, and the following paragraphs elaborate on one example.

Figure 2.1 Feedback Timing

	Purpose:
· For students to get feedback while they are still mindful of the learning target

· For students to get feedback while there is still time for them to act on it

	Examples of Good Amounts of Feedback
	Examples of Bad Amounts of Feedback

	· Returning a test or assignment the next day

· Giving immediate oral responses to questions of fact

· Giving immediate oral responses to student misconceptions

· Providing flash cards (which give immediate right/wrong feedback) for studying facts
	· Returning a test or assignment two weeks after it is completed

· Ignoring errors or misconceptions (thereby implying acceptance)

· Going over a test or assignment when the unit is over and there is no opportunity to show improvement


2. Amount

Probably the hardest decision to make about feedback is the amount to provide. A natural inclination is to want to "fix" everything you see. That's the teacher's-eye view, where the target is perfect achievement of all learning goals. For real learning, what makes the difference is a usable amount of information that connects with something students already know and takes them from that point to the next level. Judging the right amount of feedback to give—how much, on how many points—requires deep knowledge and consideration of the following:

· The topic in general and your learning target or targets in particular

· Typical developmental learning progressions for those topics or targets

· Your individual students

In addition, making a judgment about the amount of feedback requires considering all three simultaneously. Your feedback should give students a clear understanding of what to do next on a point or points that they can see they need to work on. This requires you to know your students; for some students, simply getting clarity and improvement on one point would be sufficient, whereas others can handle more. In order to know what should come next, dig into your knowledge of the topic (what else should they know?) and your teaching experience with the topic (what typically comes next?).

Try to see things from the student's-eye view. On which aspects of the learning target has the student done acceptable work? Which aspects of the learning target would the student benefit from improving upon next? Are any particular assignments coming up that would make it wiser to emphasize one point over another? Is there any particular point that you and the student have a history about? For example, if you and the student have been working hard on neatness, maybe a comment about handwriting would be right on target. If not, that comment may not be as useful as some of the other things you could say about the work, and you might choose to skip that and concentrate on something else. Figure 2.2 gives examples of good and bad choices about how much feedback to give, and the following paragraphs illustrate the point.

Figure 2.2. Amount of Feedback
	Purpose:
· For students to get enough feedback so that they understand what to do but not so much that the work has been done for them (differs case by case)

· For students to get feedback on "teachable moment" points but not an overwhelming number

	Examples of Good Amounts of Feedback
	Examples of Bad Amounts of Feedback

	· Selecting two or three main points about a paper for comment

· Giving feedback on important learning targets

· Commenting on at least as many strengths as weaknesses
	· Returning a student's paper with every error in mechanics edited

· Writing comments on a paper that are more voluminous than the paper itself

· Writing voluminous comments on poor-quality papers and almost nothing on good-quality papers


3. Mode

Feedback can be delivered in many modalities. Some kinds of assignments lend themselves better to written feedback (for example, reviewing and writing comments on students' written work); some, to oral feedback (for example, observing and commenting as students do math problems as seatwork); and some, to demonstrations (for example, helping a kindergarten student hold a pencil correctly). Some of the best feedback can result from conversations with the student. For example, rather than telling the student all the things you notice about his or her work, you might start by asking questions such as these: "What are you noticing about this?" "Does anything surprise you?" Peter Johnston's book Choice Words (2004) has more discussion of how to ask questions that help students help you with feedback.

Decisions about whether to give the feedback orally or in written form should be partly based on the students' reading ability, especially for younger students. Could they understand what you would write? Such decisions are also partly based on opportunity. Talking with students is usually best, because you can have a conversation. However, you don't have the time to talk with every student about everything. Figure 2.4 presents examples of good and bad choices about the mode of presentation for feedback, and the following paragraphs provide further illustrations.

Figure 2.4. Feedback Mode
	Purpose:
· To communicate the feedback message in the most appropriate way

	Examples of Good Feedback Mode
	Examples of Bad Feedback Mode

	· Using written feedback for comments that students need to be able to save and look over

· Using oral feedback for students who don't read well

· Using oral feedback if there is more information to convey than students would want to read

· Demonstrating how to do something if the student needs to see how to do something or what something "looks like"
	· Speaking to students to save yourself the trouble of writing

· Writing to students who don't read well


4. Audience

The example about the bad choice of mode also provides a lesson about audience. Like all communication, feedback works best when it has a strong and appropriate sense of the audience. Feedback about the specifics of individual work is best addressed to the individual student, in terms the student can understand. That simple act is powerful in itself because, in addition to the information provided, it communicates to the student a sense that you care about his or her individual progress. ("The teacher actually read and thought about what I did!") So the first point about audience is "Know whom you're talking to—and talk to them!"

If the same message would benefit a group of students, providing feedback to the class or group can save time and also serve as a mini lesson or review session. If you speak to the whole class when only a subset needs the feedback, you can use the students who have mastered the concept as the "more experienced peers," helping you demonstrate the concept or skill. Or you can pull a group aside to give some feedback while others are doing something else.

You can also mix individual and group feedback. For example, imagine you had just collected a writing assignment in which you found many students had used bland or vague terms. You might choose to give the whole class some feedback about word choice, with examples of how to use specific, precise, or vivid words instead of dull and uninteresting ones. You might couple that with some thought-provoking questions on individual students' work: "What other words could you use instead of big? "How could you describe this event so someone else would see how terrible it was for you?"

Figure 2.5 presents examples of good and bad choices about the audience for feedback.
Figure 2.5. Feedback Audience
	Purpose:
· To reach the appropriate students with specific feedback

· To communicate, through feedback, that student learning is valued

	Examples of Good Choice of Audience
	Examples of Bad Choice of Audience

	· Communicating with an individual, giving information specific to the individual performance

· Giving group or class feedback when the same mini-lesson or re teaching session is required for a number of students
	· Using the same comments for all students

· Never giving individual feedback because it takes too much time


Choosing Feedback Content

Choosing the content of your feedback involves choices about focus, comparison, function, and Impact. Because any feedback message embodies choices about all of these things at once, the examples address all four factors together. This section will help you decide what to say in your feedback. For suggestions about how to say things (word choices that affect the clarity, specificity, and tone of your feedback), see Chapter 3.

1. Focus

Hattie and Timperley (2007) distinguish four levels of feedback:

· Feedback about the task

· Feedback about the processing of the task

· Feedback about self-regulation

· Feedback about the self as a person
Figure 2.6. Feedback Focus
	Purpose:
· To describe specific qualities of the work in relation to the learning targets

· To make observations about students' learning processes and strategies that will help them figure out how to improve

· To foster student self-efficacy by drawing connections between students' work and their mindful, intentional efforts

· To avoid personal comments

	Examples of Good Feedback Focus
	Examples of Bad Feedback Focus

	· Making comments about the strengths and weaknesses of a performance

· Making comments about the work process you observed or recommendations about a work process or study strategy that would help improve the work

· Making comments that position the student as the one who chooses to do the work

· Avoiding personal comments
	· Making comments that bypass the student (e.g., "This is hard" instead of "You did a good job because …")

· Making criticisms without offering any insights into how to improve

· Making personal compliments or digs (e.g., "How could you do that?" or "You idiot!")


2. Comparison

You may be accustomed to thinking about norm-referencing (comparing student performance to that of other students) and criterion-referencing (comparing student performance to a standard) in relation to test scores. Feedback also uses comparisons.
Figure 2.7. Kinds of Comparisons Used in Feedback
	Purpose:
· Usually, to compare student work with established criteria

· Sometimes, to compare a student's work with his or her own past performance

· Rarely, to compare a student's work with the work of other students

	Examples of Good Kinds of Comparisons
	Examples of Bad Kinds of Comparisons

	· Comparing work to student-generated rubrics

· Comparing student work to rubrics that have been shared ahead of time

· Encouraging a reluctant student who has improved, even though the work is not yet good
	· Putting up wall charts that compare students with one another

· Giving feedback on each student's work according to different criteria or no criteria


3. Function

If only using "descriptive" versus "evaluative" feedback were simply a matter of wordsmithing! We could all learn how to write descriptive feedback just as we learned to write descriptive paragraphs in elementary school. Unfortunately, part of the issue is how the student understands the comment. Students filter what they hear through their own past experiences, good and bad.

Students are less likely to pay attention to descriptive feedback if it is accompanied by judgments, such as a grade or an evaluative comment. Some students will even hear "judgment" when you intended description. Some unsuccessful learners have been so frustrated by their school experiences that they might see even an attempt to help them as just another declaration that they are "stupid." For these learners, it helps to point out improvements over their own last performance, even if those improvements don't amount to success on the assignment. Then select one or two small, doable next steps for the student; after the next round of work, give feedback on the success with those steps, and so on.
Figure 2.8. Feedback Function
	Purpose (for Formative Assessment):
· To describe student work

· To avoid evaluating or "judging" student work in a way that would stop students from trying to improve

	Examples of Good Feedback Function
	Examples of Bad Feedback Function

	· Identifying for students the strengths and weaknesses in the work

· Expressing what you observe in the work
	· Putting a grade on work intended for practice or formative purposes

· Telling students the work is "good" or "bad"

· Giving rewards or punishments

· Giving general praise or general criticism


4. Impact
Feedback should be positive. Being "positive" doesn't mean being artificially happy or saying work is good when it isn't. Being positive means describing how the strengths in a student's work match the criteria for good work and how those strengths show what the student is learning. Being positive means pointing out where improvement is needed and suggesting things the student could do about it. Just noticing what is wrong without offering suggestions to make it right is not helpful. Figure 2.9 presents examples of good and bad choices about the Impact (positive or negative) of feedback.

Figure 2.9. Feedback Impact
	Purpose:
· To use positive comments that describe what is well done

· To make suggestions about what could be done for improvement

	Examples of Good Feedback Impact
	Examples of Bad Feedback Impact

	· Being positive

· Even when criticizing, being constructive

· Making suggestions (not prescriptions or pronouncements)
	· Finding fault

· Describing what is wrong and offering no suggestions about what to do

· Punishing or denigrating students for poor work
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