Giving feedback to students

Rationale: Why is it important to give positive, constructive feedback?
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Reflecting on our school days, we all remember the highs and lows of our days in school as we learned, tried our best at something, succeeded and maybe failed at something else.  The inevitable ups and downs of school life and out interaction with our peers and teachers probably inspire fond memories for many of us…and maybe some memories that have not been so pleasant.  Remember the glowing reports you waited for?  Remember the anticipation of success?  Remember the warm affirmations you may have received either verbally or at the end of written assignments?  Perhaps too you remember that one remark made to you in class that felt like a put-down from a teacher…or those nebulous remarks at the end of your written efforts such as ‘satisfactory’, ‘fair’, ‘or even ‘poor’.  I’ll bet that during your impressionable years of adolescence if you had one or more less than positive remarks made to you about your work that you will remember them.  
The trouble is, teachers may have had the best will in the world in telling you that your work was ‘fair’ etc but it really wasn’t particularly helpful to you.  It didn’t give you any clue as to what might constitute a better attempt, and it certainly didn’t empower you to be able to make your work reach a higher standard.  These nebulous remarks may not have seemed negative at the time to the teacher, but they were not constructive and they did nothing to motivate you to engage more in the learning process.
In fact, at their worst, such remarks are loaded with the power to damage the self esteem of a young person.  Remember that more than one teacher might tell a student that their work is fair, or that they could try harder, or that they need more work on their answer.  The cumulative effect of such feedback is that the student may interpret this to mean ‘I am just fair…I don’t measure up…I’m not good enough…I’m not as good as others…I’m useless at this anyway’.  The results of such interpretations are self-evident.  Non-constructive feedback not only stifles the learning potential in students, it can be one of many factors that leave the student feeling powerless over their learning and their future, and can cause untold damage to their self-confidence that can have lasting repercussions in that student’s life.
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Students deserve and need positive, constructive feedback on their work, progress and learning.  
· It helps to keep students motivated, interested in a topic / subject  
· It inspires self-confidence and self-esteem

· It empowers them to understand and take more responsibility for their own self-directed learning.  
· It clarifies for them the strengths of their work so that these can be continued and improved upon in future work. 
·  It highlights areas of their learning that need attention and improvement.  In LCRE, for example, this may involve understanding the prompt words in the Glossary of key terms on p130 of the NCCA Guidelines for R.E.  It might also include things like developing an answer, expanding on a point, including relevant points of information in an answer, avoiding generalisations and too much personal opinion and ‘emotional reaction’ at the cost of demonstrating knowledge and understanding of the syllabus objectives.
Using AfL methods the teacher keeps the focus on the learning intention and will communicate with each student on their personal progress towards that learning intention.  Students get to hear from the teacher about their own particular progress towards that learning intention as well as ways in which others have managed to reach the learning intention.  It makes sense.  If you’re driving down a country road trying to find your way to the Brownshill Dolmen in Carlow you might be greatly assisted by consulting a map, or getting directions from one of the locals who has been there before you!  Focusing on the learning intention and helping students to get there, keeps them involved in learning.  Students make decisions about their own learning – it becomes something they do rather than what the teacher should do for them.  It’s something they can organise and discuss rather than just responding to the teacher or ignoring him / her.
Positive constructive feedback may be offered to students in different ways, for example:

· Verbally – in response to a student’s question / answer / point

· Written – in response to homework

· Written – in reports

· Written – at the end of class tests

· Written – in the student’s homework journal for a parent / guardian to sign.

Verbal Feedback:
Most teachers use a certain amount of positive verbal feedback in their day-to-day teaching.  When a student answers a question correctly the teacher’s response may be ‘good / that’s right / well done / excellent’ etc.  Have you ever used phrases such as ‘good lad / good girl / you’re a genius!’?  Is there any difference between these and the first set of responses?  The difficulty with the second set of responses is that they may communicate an unconscious feeling in the student that they are good / worthwhile because they have pleased you as a teacher, rather than interpreting it as ‘my answer was good’.  Pleasing the teacher is all very well in a limited capacity.  The trouble is, when it becomes an habitual need in a student it can lead to complex behaviours in their relationships with others, including authority figures.  Students need to know that words like ‘good’ are not a value judgement on them as individuals.  The focus should be more on the degree to which the student’s answer went some way towards reaching the learning intention.  That’s why it might be better for a teacher to respond with verbal comments such as ‘good answer, John’.

Other verbal comments of a positive nature might include variations on the following:

	Teacher question
	Student response
	Teacher feedback



	Explain one of the structures that can contribute to world hunger


	Economic structures -  because the big multinationals are so powerful that they are partly too blame
	Excellent point, Ben.  Develop that point for us please to help us all see the connection between multinationals and world hunger



	Name one religious group with an environmental commitment or lifestyle and explain how its religious beliefs impact on that lifestyle

	The Dominicans in Wicklow. They have an organic centre and use valuable land to grow organic crops.  They also run courses on organic living. They are inspired by the work of Thomas Berry and his creation theology which is about all life on earth being interconnected and precious, so we must protect it and nurture it. We are not her to exploit nature.
	Excellent answer, Lou.  You mentioned a few key points there, namely ….. Well done!  Now, expand on that point about how Berry’s creationist approach actually affects the lifestyle of the Dominicans…Tell us three points about their lifestyle that are directly inspired by Berry’s creationist theory. 


Written feedback:

Whether giving feedback to homework, a test, a report or in a journal it is possible to be specific, affirming and encouraging so that students feel that they can move further towards the learning intention.  The general principle from AfL is to offer feedback that 
· Identifies and affirms what is right / what was done well / the positive aspect of the work

· Affirms any additional information / research/ effort made by the student

· Specifically highlights the points that correctly meet the learning intention

· Affirms the process engaged in by the student and their skills / organisation / writing / development of a point etc

· Clearly suggests ways in which the student’s work could improve further in order to maximise potential and reach the learning outcome 

An example:
	Homework question
	Student work
	Teacher feedback

	Describe how conflict resolution  can build peace in local or global communities


	There are effectively eight stages in the process of conflict resolution and these are applicable to local, national and global conflict situations.  The first stage is to respect the person / government who is the other partner is conflict.  Stage two suggests that each side describes the problem from their perspective, stating their perspective, feelings and what they want to see happen.  Stage three is to depersonalise the situation by focusing on the problem rather than on the person with whom you are in conflict.  This helps avoid emotional non-constructive reactions, further conflict etc.  Stage four is about attentive listening – don’t plan ahead to what you are going to say next.  Really hear what the other side is saying and don’t judge them.  Stage five: listen to what’s not said.  Listen to body language etc too. Stage six is to be open to possible solutions.  Both sides can’t fully get their way in most conflicts so you may have to reach a compromise or consensus.  Look at all the methods by which a solution could be reached.  Stage seven is very important.  Look for something that you can both agree on.  If you find some common ground it makes it possible to come together and reach an agreement in the future.  Northern Ireland was a good example of this.  Finally, stage eight is to commit to a resolution.  Just because time is against you doesn’t mean you have to leave the negotiations and abandon all hopes of a peaceful resolution.  You should agree to meet again to move the resolution closer to its completion.
	Good answer, Pat.  You have correctly identified the eight stages in the conflict resolution model.  Well done!
Stages 3, 4, 6, 7 and 8 are accompanied with some good description, as required by the question.

In order to improve your work further, you could give a fuller description of all points, especially 1, 2, and 5.  Why is it important to respect the person / government with whom you are in conflict?  Can you refer to a specific example of where this was necessary and how both sides managed to achieve this?

You mentioned an example of N. Irl in stage 7.  That was very good!  Could you say more about how N. Irl was a good example of two sides finding common ground in order to reach an agreement?

It would also be a good idea to revisit the ‘instruction’ word (describe) and explore what that means and to what extent you have done that in your answer.
Finally, remember the second part of the question:…how it can ‘build peace in local or global communities’.  You could substantially improve your answer by naming and using an example of one community and applying all of the eight points to that community e.g. conflict between settled people and members of the traveller community in a local area.


It helps, of course, if there is a whole school approach to the integration AfL methods such as using positive constructive feedback, comment only marking etc.  One individual teacher employing the practice is likely to have less effect than a team approach to the task.
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