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Abstract
While virtual environments are increasing the opportunities for interaction, assessment feedback still remains an important vehicle for communication between tutors and students in a distance education context. Furthermore, as assessment often drives learning, exchanges on assessment are crucial to furthering learning. 

Opportunities to help learners progress are often missed when assessment is perceived by tutors and students as disconnected from learning. If however assessment is viewed as part of the learning process, this should encourage the provision of feedback that not only addresses performance in retrospective terms but builds on it to address future learning. Within this perspective feedback comments tap onto the students’ potential for development and help to establish an ongoing pedagogical dialogue between tutors and students.

This paper will report on action research carried out by Oscail, the Irish National Distance Education Centre, to establish ways to improve assessment feedback and maximise the opportunities for helping students to improve their learning. 

The introduction of a structured feedback form in 2005 has only partially achieved the goal of helping learning. The initial evaluation has shown that the approach which tutors the form as an opportunity for improved communication influences its effectiveness. This work in progress analysis appears to indicate that tutors and students need to share meaning on assessment and establish a mutual relationship to ensure that feedback influences learning. From the tutors part this means ensuring that the advice provided promotes knowledge building and from the learner’s part this means taking the advice on board and translating it into improved understanding.
Introduction

In its original formulation, feedback has been defined as signifying ‘verbal and non verbal responses from others to a unit of behaviour provided as close in time to the behaviour and capable of being perceived and utilised by the individual initiating the behaviour‘ (Jackobs, 1974). While this definition appears to describe a mechanically modifiable process, it offers two valuable insights. Feedback should enable change and change is brought about only if the feedback information is understood and used. Current research on formative assessment has stressed that while feedback is essential in promoting learning, it is not formative per se. Only when the feedback loop is closed (Sadler, 1989) does it become formative, and this happens when a circular process from assessment goals to learning goals is established and where feedback helps learners to move from assessment to learning via attending recommendations made through feedback. However, for feedback to work it must connect with students (Higgins, Hartley & Skeleton A, 2002; Hyatt, 2005; Juwah & al., 2004; Swinthenby, et al., 2005; Chanock, 2000) and should promote reflection.  Students should be enabled to understand and interact with feedback as ‘it cannot simply be assumed that when students are ‘given feedback’ they will know what to do with it’ (Sadler 1998, p.2). Furthermore the FAST project (2005) has shown that feedback, in order to influence learning, should not only be framed in retrospective terms but should also provide advice for future learning and allow students to build on existing knowledge.
Oscail has been providing students with personalised written feedback since its inception in the early 1980’s. However, in 2005 a baseline study of over 700 assignment feedback comments revealed great differences in the quality of feedback comments. While the discursive nature of feedback comments to a certain extent justifies differences in style in the presentation of the information, the level of detail, and usability of feedback comments were put under the microscope as they had resulted in varying levels of success in helping learners to progress. Also a growing number of assignment appeals motivated by student demands for clarification and further justification of the evaluation of their assessed work raised concerns about the quality of feedback. In traditional on campus education such clarifications are mostly given at face to face meetings between lecturers and students. In distance education scenarios the opportunities for face to face interaction are more limited. The physical separation between learners and teachers creates a transactional distance, a space for interaction between teacher and learners which is more likely to be filled with misunderstandings (Moore, 1986, p.1) and implies a mediated and delayed communication which may be less effective in sharing meaning. While virtual environments are helping in reducing the communicative delay, most communication on assessment remains mediated and expressed in written form. Therefore the improvement of written communication is an essential factor in helping tutors and students to achieve a better reciprocal understanding. 
The first part of this paper will present some key issues as they have emerged from the baseline study and how they have informed the design and introduction of a new assignment report form. The second part will focus on the introduction of the new form and offer an initial evaluation of the extent to which it has helped in addressing the some of the issues highlighted by the baseline study.
Evaluation of Feedback Comments 
Context
The investigation for this study was carried out in the context of the BA in Humanities offered by Oscail. Oscail is a faculty of Dublin City University with a national remit to deliver distance education programmes throughout Ireland in cooperation with the Universities and other higher education institutions. The Bachelor of Arts (BA) was introduced in 1993, and is accredited by six universities; the programme comprises five subject streams (History, Literature, Philosophy, Psychology and Sociology) with thirty modules in total. Over 800 students were enrolled on the BA in 2006. The majority of students enrolled on the BA programme are mature students (over 23 years of age) and their age ranges from 23 to 65 +. Over 70% of students are female. Students enrolled for the BA programme submit 3 assignments per module and receive feedback approximately one month after submission and prior to submission of subsequent assignments. In the original format, feedback comments were handwritten in a pre-printed form with one box for all comments. Annotated comments were made directly on the essays which were returned to students together with the form. The tutor was retaining a carbon copy of the form.
Methodology
Findings from an initial baseline study of over 700 feedback comments in the original format evaluating feedback practice  prior to the introduction of the together with an extensive exploration of the literature on formative feedback have served as a basis for the introduction of a new assignment report form in 2005-2006. A grounded theorising approach was used to identify emerging patterns. 
	Subject
	Tutors
	Feedback comments analysed

	History
	13
	118

	Literature
	14
	111

	Philosophy
	8
	74

	Psychology
	27
	223

	Sociology
	21
	214

	TOT.
	83
	740


Table 1: Baseline study- Frequencies
 In 2007 an initial evaluation of the impact of the new form was launched. In addition to the information collected by means of end of year student and tutor questionnaires, a small pilot study of feedback provided by 5 History tutors has been carried out (this involved the examination of a total of 183 assignment report forms for 61 students). The study has focused on the approaches taken by different tutors in using the new form and to what extent the approaches have resulted in sustained learning. The information collected has been triangulated by means of semi-structured interviews with the individual tutors and monitoring reports evaluating the feedback and marking effectiveness of each tutor.
Findings from the baseline study

If we accept the view that the effectiveness of feedback is intrinsically connected to its communicative power, pedagogical practice should aim to implement a model that facilitates communication. However Higgins et al. (2001) warn against an oversimplified model of communication (seen as linear transfer of information from sender to recipient via written comments) is unlikely to result in promotion of learning, it is therefore essential to identify the factors that intervene in the feedback exchange and to what extent they affect the potential to promote learning. The baseline study offered some insights that helped to identify factors that had hindered the communication between tutors and students and may have reduced the effectiveness of feedback.  A review of the literature in tandem with a content analysis of the comments has identified the following main issues:
Level of detail and focus of the information provided
The level of detail was the issue presenting the greatest variance. Comments from different tutors ranged from one-liners to those which exceeded the box space and filled the margins of the form. While a very small minority (16%) of tutors had only entered unqualified summative comments, such as ‘well done’ or ‘good essay’ with no further explanation added, the majority (84%) had attempted to give more detail. Among those providing more detail approximately one third (32.3%) of the tutors were giving commentary which was excessively descriptive, summarising the main topics addressed in the essay and proportionally giving too little evaluative information. Furthermore 38% of comments analysed did not go beyond the identification of the problem in order to justify the overall mark and students were forced to derive advice for future assignments from what they had done ‘wrong’ without a clear indication of how to ‘do it right’ next time. As Biggs (1999, p. 40-41) suggested most of university knowledge tends to be declarative knowledge ‘that refers to knowing about things or knowing-what’ whereas it should produce a functional shift, by enabling learners ‘how’ to use and interact with the acquired knowledge.
As observed in other studies (FAST 2005; Hughes 2005; Walker 2006) a large part (61.3%) of the feedback comments analysed, were mainly focusing on the subject content of the specific essay. While the collection of further information on the topic was expanding on the knowledge base students had been exposed to, it did not necessarily help them with the acquisition of a more critical stance. Furthermore due to the content specific nature of the comments, only in few cases and only higher achieving students were able to extract information that could be used to inform preparation for future learning tasks. Feedback often fails to address other knowledge components such as knowing the skills to interact with content and knowing how and when to apply these skills in order to improve and show evidence of understanding.  The prevalence of content specific comments denotes an implicit assumption that experience alone will help students in developing skills for interacting with content. It also highlights that tutors tend to regard themselves primarily as content specialists and often as the result of lack of specific pedagogical training enabling them to take a more holistic view of learning.
Language & subject specific meaning
Sadler (1983) argues that feedback should be expressed in language that is already known and understood by students. However analysis of the language used in feedback comments revealed that tutors, as members of the subject specific knowledge communities tend to take frames of reference for granted. As Northedge (2003) reported, students are often locked out of the subject specific discourses and that teachers often are ‘gatekeepers of institutional discourses’ (James & McInnes, 2004). While there appears to be a certain degree of agreement among tutors from different subjects as to how an essay should be structured and what makes a good conclusion and introduction, the baseline study highlighted that comments such as ‘more critical analysis’ or ‘need to create a discussion’ appeared not readily understood by students who tended to be faced with the same type of comments over and over again. Oscail BA students can choose modules from five different subject strands and are exposed to different types of analysis. 
In the 2007 end of year survey, tutors were asked to explain the concept of analysis according to their subject specific understanding. It emerged that while History and Literature tutors favour personal interpretation backed by use of primary and secondary sources, Philosophy tutors favour analysis which entails argumentation based on the contraposition of contrasting views. In Psychology tutors relate analysis to the evaluation of a topic based on careful consideration of the literature in order to minimise personal bias and encouraged a hypothesis-testing approach. Sociology tutors regarded analysis as the evaluation of the literature to inform the understanding of social phenomena. Feedback provision reflects the specificity of these approaches. This factor tends to be unacknowledged by tutors. The ‘the need for more critical analysis’ can take different meanings depending on the subject specific context of reference. Unless these meanings are unpacked and qualified they create misunderstandings, and unmet expectations. 
Transparency and fairness
The exclusion from academic discourse is mostly unintentional and is the result of a consolidated and unquestioned practice the lack of detail of commentary in very few cases, and further investigation
 has brought to surface that further explaining was perceived by a small minority of tutors as unnecessary justification of the evaluation, and as undermining the tutor’s authority. However, in the majority of the assignment report forms examined comments did not appear to offer sufficient justification for the overall mark, in terms of what specific criteria the evaluation had been based on. Furthermore some of the requirements and criteria emerging from feedback comments had not been specified in the guidelines provided with the essays. While research has shown that the transparency of assessment criteria is essential in helping students to understand what is expected of them (Norton, 1990; Price & Rust, 1999) the application of the assessment criteria is problematic as they are often interpreted differently by students and tutors (Harrington et al. 2005). In the Oscail context assessment tasks are set centrally for all tutorial groups with a minority of tutors involved in setting the assessment activities. This has resulted in lack of ownership which can lead tutors to superimpose their own interpretations on assessment activities and implicitly add criteria and requirements matching their own take on the curriculum. This hidden curriculum is essentially the tutor’s interpretation of the course content and of the learning activities. Tutors tend to make it explicit at tutorials and in so doing benefit only those students who manage to attend tutorials. There is a fundamental issue with fairness in a distance education context, where tutorial attendance is not compulsory and equal access to information should be provided to all students. Students have commented that attending tutorials is essential for the preparation of assignments as the interaction with tutors reveals their expectations and maximises students’ opportunities to achieve better results. This also highlights the fact that students rather than referring to the assessment criteria specified in the assessment guidelines become dependent on the interpretation made by the tutor and develop a strategic approach and surface techniques to satisfy those requirements, without necessarily improving their understanding of the subject.
Presentation and coherence
The original assignment feedback form created its own limitations on the quantity and quality of feedback. Handwritten comments with often poor handwriting resulted in poor legibility and this might have been a factor affecting the response to feedback. The hard copy format was also restrictive in terms of space and did not allow for editing. Comments were sometimes poorly structured, and moved back and forth from general to specific issues. The space available most likely had an impact on the level of detail of feedback provided. 
The introduction of the new assignment report form
Arising from the baseline study of feedback comments utilising the pre-printed report form, it became obvious that the form would need to be revised. It was decided that the form would be issued in electronic format to allow for greater flexibility, legibility, and utility to students. While it is acknowledged that the improvement of feedback practice cannot rest on the introduction of the new feedback form alone it was hoped that the introduction of a new assignment form (see Appendix 1) would result in a more structured approach to feedback provision which in turn would: 1)increase transparency in the application of assessment criteria; 2) emphasise the importance of advice for future performance as a key for helping students to progress; and 3) offer opportunities for tutors and students to identify and address strengths and weaknesses more effectively.
Table 2 summarises the structure and function of individual sections

	Sections
	Function

	Summary of performance table


	· At a glance overview of the evaluation
· Specify of assessment criteria 
· Identify of  the level of performance achieved by the student according to a grade-based band system, (although the overall mark is expressed in percentage value)

	Summary Comments Box
	· General comment summarising overall impression.
· Provide of commentary linking to the evaluation presented in the Summary of Performance Table particularly in relation to the weaker components

	Advice for Future Assignments Box
	· Provide an additional layer to previous feedback comments by giving specific advice on how to address the problematic issues identified in the Performance Table and in the Summary Comments
· Summarise and generalise advice given on specific issues in the annotated feedback comments

	Annotated feedback comments Box
	· Refer to specific issues within the body of the assignment 
· Cross the boundaries between the summary comments and the advice for future assignments as they tend to incorporate elements of both but in relation to specific passages.


Table 2: New Assignment Report Form Format

All comments are typed and returned to Oscail in electronic form. Tutors retain an electronic copy of all comments made.
At an induction session tutors were advised to: 1) fill all the boxes regardless of the level of performance achieved by the student; 2) establish a continuum between all the information entered in the various boxes; 3) link past and future learning by offering advice on future learning activities based on current performance and using examples extracted from current performance as a starting point to build upon; and 4) refer to previous comments and acknowledge and reward improvement. 
Initial findings from the pilot project

For the pilot study a total of 183 feedback comments provided by 5 History tutors to 61 students were analysed.

	Tutor
	Students 
	Feedback comments analysed

	1
	15
	45

	2
	8
	24

	3
	15
	45

	4
	14
	42

	5
	9
	27


   Table3: Pilot Study - Frequencies

While as part of the pilot study an initial evaluation of group performance was carried out, it should be acknowledged that learning progression is brought about by a combination of factors, and that differences in student ability and effort cannot be easily accounted for and separated from the teaching and feedback impact in the evaluation of individual or group performance. Therefore considerations on effectiveness based on evaluation of performance require a careful selection of reliable indicators. The preliminary analysis has highlighted that the overall mark does not account for differences for performance classified at same overall grade level. It is suggested that further and more extensive analysis on performance improvement in relation to individual criteria is required and may help to acquire more reliable information on the basis on which the overall classification has been made.

With these limitations in mind, some attempt to evaluate tutor feedback approaches has been made. The information has been collected by means of qualitative analysis of feedback comments, tutor interviews and assessment monitoring reports.
The initial data appear to indicate that tutor 3 stands out as the only one who has managed to promote the greatest level of sustained
 development and in relation to all assessment criteria. While during the interview tutors showed a great level of awareness in relation to good feedback provision, and suggested that the introduction of the new form had prompted them to take a more structured approach, their perception did not appear to be fully reflected in the actual practice.
In general the transition from one box for all types of comments to separate boxes for different aspects of feedback has not been smooth for any of the tutors observed. Comments such as ‘see above’ or ‘see below’ have been used by all tutors when they had felt that comments relating to other boxes had been incorporated in previous or subsequent comments. This reveals certain unease with structured feedback which is no longer attributable to editing alone. Furthermore tutors have struggled to separate and distribute in the relevant boxes retrospective comments providing information on the level of performance achieved (which should have been entered in the Summary comments), from comments building on current performance (which should have been entered in Advice for future assignments). Also generally observed is the difficulty of giving advice on individual criteria and the tendency to fuse together advice on different criteria. 
A closer look at feedback assignment reports reveals that tutor 4 has taken a minimal and almost perfunctory approach. Advice for future assignments tends to merely state issues relating to presentation and referencing and sometimes this box is even solely filled with information of a purely administrative nature. According to the assessment monitor evaluation tutor 1 and 5 have tended to be vague in their feedback information. Despite having been able to classify performance according to criteria in the table, the explanations attached to the evaluation tend to be fuzzy and to fuse advice relating to different criteria making it more difficult for students to understand how to act upon the advice given. This was particularly evident in relation to comments referring to presentation were reference to structure, introduction and conclusion were also subsumed. Tutor 1 also tended to use expressions such as ’creating a discussion’ as a synonym of analysis. The explanation unpacking meaning appears in most cases in only comments for Tma3, too late to have an impact on students’ understanding. Tutor 2 approach appears to be rather successful in enhancing students’ analysis. Despite having taken a minimal approach to the provision of summary comments, the effort to put in the provision of ‘advice for future assignments’ and in the annotated feedback comments appear to have paid off. The comments in the ‘advice for future assignments’ shows a strong connection with the areas in need of attention identified in the performance table. The annotated feedback comments present a mixture of commentary on issues relating to specific passages of the essay with question-type comments prompting further reflection on the topic. Furthermore the advice is specific, reinforced with examples and practical advice. 
Finally if we turn our attention to tutor 3 the level of detail is the first characteristic that sets apart the comments provided by this tutor. This tutor has paid careful attention to referring back to previous assignments and this has resulted in fine-tuning of advice, particularly in cases when the student was unable to address the issue despite having already been given specific advice. Furthermore this tutor has also used annotated feedback to its fullest potential, particularly in relation to the development of analytical skills, by expanding on the topic but also by suggesting different analytical angles. During the interview this tutor has strongly emphasised that such approach is not sustainable in terms of tutor time and while she remarked the noticeable improvement was rewarding from a professional point of view, the issue of tutor commitment and remuneration -particularly given the part-time and temporary nature of Oscail tutorial work- was raised.
Students’ and tutors’ views
The introduction of the new form initially encountered some resistance among tutors who were concerned with the demands that the new form was going to put on their time. Some tutors felt that the new format was dehumanising the evaluation, particularly with the introduction of the performance table which appeared to outline a mathematical breakdown of grades according to criteria. This was perceived to be to the detriment of a holistic evaluation based on the overall impression of assessed work and could be perceived as conveying that all criteria were carrying the same weight. However evaluation of the second year of application of the new form, shows that tutors, having seen the positive impact of the new feedback format on student progression, regard their effort in providing feedback via the new form is worthwhile. Some comments from tutors illustrate the impact as follows:

There appears to be a reduction in requests for clarification from students since starting to use the new feedback format.

Students generally seem happy with the assignment feedback and try to implement suggestions in the following assignment.

However tutors have also indicated that the explicit identification of the assessment criteria on the form requires a firmer understanding of the meaning attached to them and that this meaning should be made equally clear to students and tutors. Some tutors comment:
I think the terms need to be clarified at the induction. I would have liked to have had a firmer idea of what exactly was meant by them.

Sometimes I think that the marking criteria should be made really clear to the students. You still get students who don't accept that for example structural deficiencies are all that important.

Students on the other hand commented as follows
It improved this year but there is not sufficient overall comment on non assignment specific items such as style presentation etc or suggestions to correct or improve faults. Comment tends to be restricted to content of specific essay. Would like more generalised feedback on overall failures in development as a student.

Depends largely on tutor and therein lies the problem. It should be more universal. Criteria are prioritised differently by different tutors. I can send you past assignments for 12 modules as proof. 

Some tutors made a lot more use of it than others. It is not that helpful to be told well done keep up the good work - we all have areas to improve on

Ticks on assignment boxes did not always seem to correspond to the final mark given.

These comments appear to indicate that the effectiveness of the form is still largely dependent on the tutor approach to feedback provision but also that there is increased awareness among students in relation to issues of criteria application, marking consistency and usefulness of feedback comments. 

Conclusions 
When evaluating changes in pedagogical practice a reflection on whether the change has brought about improvement is essential in determining the effectiveness of the new practice. The introduction of the new assignment report form appears to have enhanced tutors and students ability to identify strengths and weaknesses. The new form has emphasised the necessity of applying clearly stated criteria and the visual representation of such application appears to have helped in clarifying the evaluation of performance.
Furthermore, a reduction of assessment appeals lodged as means for requesting further clarification has been observed during the past two years, and whether this is a direct product of increased clarity in feedback provision, remains to be verified. 

Nevertheless the pilot study, to a great extent, also reconfirms the view expressed by some students in the end-of year questionnaire, that the effectiveness of feedback provided is still largely dependent on the use made of the form by individual tutors. For this reason, great variations in feedback approaches are still present. 

To move beyond the mere identification of strengths and weaknesses further steps are necessary. Tutors appear to be uncertain on how performance relates to the criteria and how to advise accordingly, as they are unclear about the meaning of the criteria in first place. The application of individual criteria requires bringing to surface inherited assumptions of what makes a good assignment and tacit knowledge –knowledge that exceeds the ability to articulate it- that it is, however, often applied when expressing evaluation in a holistic sense. Other studies (Rust et al., 2003; O’Donovan et al., 2000; Price & Rust 1999) have shown that achieving consensus on assessment criteria is a particularly difficult task and that full explicitness is rarely achieved.

Lastly, pedagogical intervention needs to be designed to achieve best results in a sustainable manner. For this reason, considerations relating to the level of commitment required to achieve best results should be given careful consideration in order to identify ways to help tutors maximise the benefits of their feedback while limiting the demands on their time.
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Appendix 1

ASSIGNMENT REPORT FORM 

	Student ID
	Date Student Sent assignment:
	
	Mark obtained:



	
	Date Received by Tutor:
	
	

	
	Date Sent to Oscail:
	
	


	Tutor
	Module
	Group
	Assignment No

	Name: 
	
	
	               

	ID: 
	
	
	


Summary of Performance*

	Performance Components
	Bands

	
	Excellent 

(H1)
	Very Good (H2.1)
	Good (H2.2)
	Fair (H3)
	Weak
	Poor (Fail)

	Presentation (Style)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Attention to assignment task
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Structure
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Analysis
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Use of sources
	
	
	
	
	
	

	References
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Introduction
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion
	
	
	
	
	
	


*This table indicates the performance categories achieved in selected components of the student’s assignment, and is designed to indicate the main strengths and areas in need of improvement of the student’s work. The final mark is based on the overall performance, and is not calculated as an average of the performance results for each of the individual performance components
SUMMARY COMMENTS
ADVICE FOR FUTURE ASSIGNMENTS

Annotated Feedback 

(Refer to Assignment for the sections relating to the following comments)





































































� As part of the monitoring process, tutors providing little feedback have been contacted on an individual basis to encourage more effective feedback practice. 


� Where an improvement on previous classification in the Summary of Performance Table was maintained or further advanced this was considered as evidence of “sustained improvement”.
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