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Abstract:

Researchers agree that while feedback is central to learning it is under-
researched and under-theorised. It could also be arqued that within the tertiary
sector, feedback is also under-utilised. This article reviews the literature on
external formal feedback in higher education settings and makes
recommendations to help redress this lack. Following a summary of the effects
of feedback on achievement and learning, the different levels at which feedback
operates, evaluative, motivational, and cognitive, are discussed. Strategies for
increasing the efficacy of feedback, in particular timing and focus, are identified.
Mowes towards more contemporary constructivist understandings of learning
have led to a focus on the role of feedback in developing self-requlated learners
and how it is mediated by students’ beliefs. It is arqued that this results in a
need for a shift towards a more student-centred view of feedback.

eedback can be broadly defined asinformation provided to learners

about their knowledge and/or performance. Ranging from simple

praise, to an evaluation in the form of a grade, through to detail
about strategies for improvement, the depth and efficacy of feedback
vary. While feedback is often provided verbally in the classroom setting,
the majority of feedback in tertiary education is delivered as part of
formal assessment processes. This type of feedback is often described as
formative assessment, defined by Sadler (1998) as assessment that is
“intended to provide feedback on performance to improve and
accelerate learning” (p. 77).

Most theorists agree feedback is a powerful influence on learning
and an essential component of effective teaching. A recent OECD report
concluded that formative assessment has resulted in the largest
achievement gains ever reported for educational interventions (Centre
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for Educational Research and Innovation, 2005). Black and Wiliam’s
review (1998) concluded that feedback increases achievement across all
content areas, skill types, and ages. Hattie (1999) has gone a step further
by attempting to quantify feedback’s power. After synthesising over 300
meta-analyses, he calculated that innovations in education improve
achievement on average by 0.4 of a standard deviation. In comparison,
12 meta-analyses covering 196 studies on feedback gave a comparable
average effect size of 0.79 (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Depending on the
nature of the feedback, the effect size varied considerably, highlighting
the need to understand different characteristics of feedback such as
timing and focus. Before exploring that research, it may be helpful to set
the context by giving an overview of the different functions of feedback.

Functions of Feedback

Arguably the power of feedback is due to its ability to operate at
multiple levels with “multifaceted roles in learning” (Butler & Winne,
1995, p. 246). Feedback can be seen to have three different functions:
evaluation, motivation, and learning (Butler & Winne, 1995; Nicol &
Macfarlane-Dick, 2006; Pithers & Holland, 2003). Nearly 20 years ago,
Sadler (1989) criticised higher education for being excessively concerned
with the evaluative function in the form of summative assessment,
rather than in the form of the more important formative assessment. A
recent Australian survey of university staff also found that summative
assessment dominated, suggesting little has changed (Orrell, 2006). This
is of concern, as research shows that grades given without accompanying
suggestions for improvement and information about existing
competencies can undermine intrinsic motivation in a task and therefore
can result in reduced interest and performance (Stipek, 1996). Craven,
Marsh, and Debus (1991) note too that grades alone have a negative
effect on the self esteem of low ability students.

The effect of feedback on motivation is critical, and Berry’s (2005)
research found that teachers link feedback mostly to the motivational
function, that is, encouraging students to continue to behave in ways
that get positive feedback and to increase effort and performance in the
future. However, she and others comment that researchers have tended
to underplay the benefits of motivational feedback (Nicol &
Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). Feedback plays an important role in both social
learning theory and attribution theory. Social learning theory sees
external feedback as a key source of self-efficacy, an individual’s belief
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in their ability to perform a task (Bandura, 1997). To be effective, such
feedback needs to highlight both what was done well and what needs
improvement (Blanchard & Thacker, 2003). As Ormrod (1999) points out,
constructive criticism tells students that the teacher knows they are
capable of improvement, and is thus an important influence on efficacy.
Feedbackalso plays animportant role in changing students’ attributions,
that is, their beliefs about the causes of their performance. Gist and
Mitchell (1992) suggest that positive feedback can effectively intervene
in the downward spiral in which a student with low self-efficacy
attributes failure to lack of ability, and therefore puts less effort into
subsequent attempts. Bandura (1997) expresses this well: “the less
individuals believe in themselves, the more they need explicit, proximal
and frequent feedback of progress that provides repeated affirmations
of their growing capabilities” (p. 217). The findings on the effect of
feedback on attributions are complex, but Stipek’s (1996) synthesis
provides some excellent practical guidelines. Feedback increases
motivation if it is: clear, frequent, and conveys developing competence;
avoids subtly conveying perceptions of low ability such as praising for
easy tasks; focuses on mastery rather than norms; emphasises effortand
learning rather than being correct; and treats mistakes as normal. While
most agree that emphasising effort as the cause of failure is beneficial,
there is less agreement as to whether success should be attributed to
ability or effort (Stipek, 1996). Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) analysis
suggests that student responses to feedback vary according to the stage
of the task, with effort attributions appearing more credible early in the
learning process and ability attributions more credible as skills develop.

The most direct function of feedback is its role in guiding learning.
Operant conditioning theory suggests positive feedback acts as a
reinforcer and therefore is most beneficial when it is immediate,
consistent until learning occurs, and then intermittent to ensure
maintenance of the behaviour (Ormrod, 1999). Another important view
of how feedback influences learning stems from goal theory. Feedback
aims to reduce the discrepancy between current performance and a
desired goal. Therefore students must know three things: what good
performance is, how current performance compares, and what to do to
narrow the gap (Sadler, 1998). While a full explanation of goal theory is
beyond the scope of this review, a few findings are worth highlighting.
Feedback needs to be directly relevant to goals (Hattie, 1999; Hattie &
Timperley, 2007). It is particularly effective if the goals are specific and
challenging (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996), and if students understand the goals,
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own them, and are able to assess their own progress (Black & Wiliam,
1998). Finally, Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) suggest that students’
goals must align with the teacher’s goals for feedback to be effective.

Characteristics of Effective Feedback

Regardless of whether feedback leverages its effect directly or through
its impact on motivation, a number of characteristics have been found
to be important in increasing achievement. These include timing,
quantity, and focus. According to Schroth (1992), the nature of the task
and the desired outcome determine whether feedback should be
immediate or delayed. For example, Clariana, Wagner, and Roher
Murphy (2000) found that delayed feedback was more effective for more
difficult tasks, whilst Butler and Winne (1995) have suggested that if
transfer of learning strategies is important, then delayed feedback can
be more effective, as it gives students time to consider how they learn.
The quantity of feedback is also relevant. For example, Nicol and
Macfarlane-Dick (2006) suggest limiting the amount, so as to not
overwhelm the student, and also prioritising the recommended areas of
improvement. As well as timing and quantity, the focus of the feedback
influences its effect.

Butler and Winne (1995) distinguish between outcome feedback
(correct versus incorrect), and cognitive feedback, which provides
information about task cues to help students monitor and improve their
performance. Bangert-Drowns, Kulik, Kulik, and Morgan (1991) and
Balzer, Doherty, and O’Connor (1989) all found that elaborated
cognitive feedback is more effective than mere outcome feedback.
Further developing these ideas, Hattie and Timperley (2007) propose
four levels of feedback: task, process, self-regulation, and self. Task
feedback, such as whether the work is correct, is most common but does
not promote the generalisation of skills. Process feedback, which focuses
on the learning processes needed for the task, and self-regulation
feedback, which addresses students’ self-monitoring and self-
assessment, both encourage deeperlearning and mastery. Self feedback,
such as praise, is targeted at the student rather than at performance on
the task, and is considered the least effective. However, despite having
a low effect size of only 0.09, according to Kluger and DeNisi (1996),
praise can increase self-efficacy if it is specific and focuses on effort or
engagement (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).
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Yorke (2003) suggests a similar distinction between convergent
feedback, focusing on pre-specified objectives, and divergent feedback,
focusing on wider open ended tasks. Pryor and Crossouard (2005)
suggest convergent feedback is behaviourist and used to reinforce
correct responses, while divergent feedback is “exploratory, provisional
or provocative, prompting further engagement rather than correcting
mistakes” (p. 2). They argue both types are essential, rather than simply
being a good/bad dichotomy.

The contrast between feedback about immediate domain
knowledge/task and feedback about learning strategies is part of a trend
towards examining the role of feedback in the development of
self-regulated learners. Self-regulated learners set goals, select strategies
carefully for reaching those goals, and regularly monitor their progress
(Butler & Winne, 1995). According to Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006),
self-regulated learners who monitor their own learning processes are
more persistent, resourceful, confident, independent, and are likely to
be higher achievers. In addition, they generate more self-feedback and
interpret and use external feedback more effectively (Butler & Winne,
1995). Importantly, self-regulation is a learned skill, and feedback can
contribute to that process. For example, Carless, Joughin, and Mok
(2006) have coined a new term “learning-oriented assessment” to
describe feedback which promotes self-assessment and the development
of lifelong learning skills. Similarly, Boud (2000) suggests a shift to the
term ”“sustainable assessment” which “meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of students to meet their own future
learning needs” (p. 151). In this context, good feedback is redefined by
Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) as “anything that might strengthen
the students’ capacity to self regulate their own performance” (p. 205).
They suggest seven principles of such feedback. It clarifies good
performance, facilitates development of reflection, encourages
discussion, encourages positive self esteem, gives opportunities to
improve, and gives information that teachers can use to shape their
teaching.

Student-Centred Feedback

This new focus is linked to increasingly constructivist views of learning
as a dialogical process. Students do not simply acquire the knowledge
— they construct it through the lens of their own experiences and
existing knowledge (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). As Butler and
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Winne state, “feedback’s influence is conditional on how its information
is filtered through a student’s existing beliefs” (1995, p. 254). Dweck’s
(1999) work on self-theories shows that students have different
motivational frameworks depending on their beliefs about learning, and
this affects their response to feedback. For example, Yorke and Knight
(2004) demonstrate that feedback is only effective if the student believes
effort and smart thinking can resultinimprovement. Ata differentlevel,
Pryor and Crossouard (2005) take a more socio-cultural view and
highlight the social nature of formative assessment, noting that it is
located both within an immediate classroom context and also a wider
social sphere. These views highlight the need fora more student-centred
approach to feedback within tertiary education settings.

Yorke (2003) argues that while teaching has become more student-
centred, assessment has not. She makes the critical point that from a
student-centred perspective, feedback can only be considered formative
if the student actually learns from it. As Hattie and Timperley (2007)
remind us, feedback can be ignored, accepted, or modified by the
learner. Researchers who have examined feedback from the students’
perspective identify four requirements of effective feedback.

First, as Gibbs and Simpson (2004) state, feedback must be attended
to. Research on this is inconsistent, with some studies suggesting
students ignore feedback and only read the grades (Woijtas, 1998, as
cited in Weaver, 2006) while others, such as Higgins, Hartley, and
Skelton (2001), found that as many as 97 percent of students read
written feedback. Simply reading feedback is not sufficient, however.

Secondly, Sadler (1998) points out that feedback needs to be
accessible to the learner. This requirement is highlighted in a survey
finding by Gibbs and Simpson (2004) that 30 percent of students
reported that feedback did not help them understand. In tertiary
education, comments are often framed in an academic discourse which
students struggle to understand and translate into effective action (Lea
& Street, 1998; Mutch, 2003). Students may not understand as well as
they think they do and comments can be interpreted differently by
tutors and students because of “different conceptions of the meaning of
terms and phrases” (Read, Francis, & Robson, 2005, p. 244). For example,
Chanock (2000) researched students’ understanding of the often used
marking comment “too much description, not enough analysis” and
found that nearly half the students misinterpreted the comment.
Winter, Neal, and Waner (1996) make the important point that students
with lower grades may find comments less useful as they are less able
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to understand what is required. A simpler but equally important reason
for lack of accessibility of feedback is poor handwriting by markers. For
example, in Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton’s (2002) research, 40 percent
of students found comments hard to read.

A third and related point is that feedback needs to “prompt active
information processing on the part of the learners” (Hattie & Timperley,
2007, p. 104). Understanding of feedback can be greatly enhanced by
structured opportunities for reflection and deeper processing. As
Higgins et al. (2001) suggest, there needs to be more discussion and
collaboration between tutors and students to “reflect on, question, make
explicit and share competing understandings” (p. 273).

Finally, Gibbs and Simpson (2004), in outlining the conditions under
which assessment supports students’ learning, make the obvious but
oftenignored point that feedback must be acted upon. Orsmond, Merry,
and Reiling (2005) argue that most students have “a genuine
commitment to applying feedback to improve their mark or learning”
(p- 379). Sadler (1998) suggests that for this to happen, feedback needs
to be embedded within a second cycle of performance — feedback. This
ismade difficult in the university setting by the fact that most courses do
not allow resubmission of assessment tasks and often subsequent
assessments are of a different nature. This lack of immediate
opportunity to apply feedback can result in students simply reading the
comments at the time and then not referring to them again, resulting in
no improvement or learning. Tutors therefore need to ensure they
provide the broader kind of feedback discussed earlier, which can be
transferred across assessment tasks, and which supports self-regulated
learning. In addition, students need support to learn to recognise when
feedback can be used in this way —both across different courses but also
in other spheres of life.

These four requirements indicate the need for a much greater focus
on feedback in university courses. As Mutch (2003) argues, lecturers
need to modify course design so that it “places reflection on feedback at
its heart” (p. 36). Instead of simply returning assessments and expecting
students to automatically get the full learning potential from the
feedback, lecturers need to schedule what Orsmond et al. (2005) describe
as feedforward discussions. After marked assignments are returned to
the students, time is allocated for them to read the comments, discuss
them in small peer groups, and, most importantly, translate them into
actions that they can take to improve in the future. Having the lecturer
or tutor available during this time would ensure that any issues with
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inability either to read or to understand the feedback could be dealt with
immediately, and it would enable the kind of active discussion that
research suggests is needed for students to truly understand and act on
feedback (Higgins et al., 2001). This strategy would also centralise the
important role that feedback has in producing self-regulating learners
(Butler & Winne, 1995).

Conclusion

Feedback is clearly a critical influence on student achievement and is
therefore deserving of a much greater focus in both research and
practice. The research summarised here results in clear recommend-
ations for the provision of effective feedback in tertiary settings. It must
be:

* timely,

* not overwhelming,

* positive and constructive,

* linked to goals, and

e focused on both the immediate task and domain as well as the
deeper learning processes.

In addition, the growing awareness that feedback should be a two-way
dialogue and not a one-way transmission suggests a need for a greater
focus on the learners’ role in the feedback process. Practitioners need to
provide structured sessions for students to read and process the
feedback they receive. Further research is also needed to explore how
the efficacy of such sessions can be maximised.
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