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Abstract

Ramaprasad (1983) defined feedback as information about the gap between actual performance level and the reference level, which is subsequently used to alter that gap. Feedback, therefore, needs to be meaningful, understood and correctly acted upon. Tutors not only have to give feedback; they should really evaluate how effective their feedback has been. This study reports the findings of semi-structured interviews with third year biology students on their utilisation of tutor feedback. We show that students use feedback in six ways. Four specific uses were (a) to enhance motivation, (b) to enhance learning, (c) to encourage reflection and (d) to clarify understanding. Two further forms of usage were, firstly, to enrich their learning environment and, secondly, to engage in mechanistic enquiries into their study. The findings are discussed in the context of current literature and specific recommendations are given as to how the impact of tutors’ feedback could be enhanced.
Introduction

It is unfortunate, but true, that some academics teach students without having much formal knowledge of how students learn (Fry et al., 1999). Learning may be defined as ‘changes in knowledge, understanding, skills and attitudes brought about by experience and reflection upon that experience’ (Brown, et al., 1997). One way of interpreting how learning occurs is through constructivism. Human beings have a powerful urge to make sense of what they hear or read (Donaldson, 1987). Vygostsky (1978) proposed that children constructed their own learning, but that this learning could be helped by adult intervention. He was aware that children who were unable to perform tasks or solve problems alone often succeeded when an adult helped them. He used the term zone of proximal development, to describe ‘the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving, and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with a more capable peer’ (Vygostsky, 1978). For Vygostsky, this co-operatively achieved greater success was crucial to both the learning and development of children (Wood, 1988). Application of this constructivist model of learning to higher education means that the intervention of the tutor may involve a kind of scaffolding process that enables the student to solve a problem or achieve a goal which would be beyond their unassisted efforts (Wood et al., 1976).
Tutors in higher education are encouraged to ensure that feedback is provided to students on assessed work in a way that promotes learning and facilitates improvement. Viewed within the context of the constructivist theory of learning this feedback is part of the scaffolding that the tutor provides to enable the student to learn. To effectively act as scaffolding, however, the feedback needs to be delivered at the level of the student’s understanding and tailored to their individual needs. Wilson and Sperber, (quoted in Bruner, 1984) have considered the notion that we always assume that what others have said must make some sense.
The literature, does discuss the need for students to understand the feedback given to them. Some guidance is provided concerning how feedback may promote learning; for example regarding the role of oral feedback and the effective use of comments relating to the marking criteria on returned work (QAA, General principle 12). This QAA general principle may have resulted from the observation by Dearing (1997) that, while it was recognised that feedback and assessment were important in helping students to progress and learn from their mistakes, fewer than half the students responding to a survey were satisfied with the feedback they got from staff about their work. Possible explanations for this student dissatisfaction were provided by Brockbank and McGill (1998). Firstly, the language of the feedback may be vague and unfamiliar thus limiting student understanding. Secondly, the quantity of both positive and negative feedback may overwhelm the student so that they are unable to take it in overall. Finally, what students really seek is a dialogue with tutors about their work rather than written feedback. 

Our previous research (Orsmond et al., 2002) supports these findings. We have shown that using assessment criteria as a teaching tool enhances student learning provided effective formative feedback is given. Effective feedback resulted from the use of exemplars as a focus for discussion between tutor and student allowing a common understanding of terms to be developed and for guidance to be given as to the purpose of feedback. For effective feedback it was also recognised that student and tutor needed a common understanding of how this feedback might be implemented. This method of encouraging the effective implementation of formative feedback partly addresses the concerns of Higgins et al. (2001) who stated that a primary issue in higher education is how students understand feedback (how they make sense of it), and therefore how they make sense of their assessments. 

Toohey (2000, p 154) gives a simple model of a learning process involving feedback. Initially the student encounters or is introduced to an idea, this is followed by the student becoming aware of the idea, the student then tries the idea out, receives feedback and then reflects and adjusts the implementation of the idea. Such models allow for feedback guidance such as encouraging reflection about work, suggesting follow up work and offering help with specific problems (Jaques, cited in Rust, 2002). However, as Rust explains, the problem with guidance of this nature is lack of student engagement. In this context, our previous research (Orsmond et al., 2004) has shown that actively engaging students in a formative assessment exercise centred on marking criteria results in students being able to both construct and interpret detailed marking criteria and to mark assignments (in this case posters) accurately compared to tutors. However, it did not allow students to write academically meaningful comments, as tutors did, addressing specific criteria. While students were now effective markers of work, they were not able to effectively demonstrate knowledge. The formative feedback provided had failed to promote demonstrable learning; a worrying concern to the researchers.

In practice, formative assessment that allows students to receive meaningful feedback should make a difference in student learning (Black and Wiliam, 1998). However, Higgins et al. (2002) raise doubts as to what extent this is reality in the case of higher education today. Higgins et al. (2002) argue that students may recognise the central importance of formative feedback for their educational development, but how they do use feedback is not clear, and that the notion of use in this context is complex and needs to be understood as occurring in different ways. A further particular difficulty related to the use of feedback in HE was reported by Lea and Street (2000) because in fully modular systems students often did not receive feedback on assessed written work until after they had completed the module. 

Assessment practice within the Biology Field of the Faculty of Health and Sciences

Students within the Faculty are enrolled on modular degree programmes. At the time of the study (May 2002) students studied six modules per semester with each of the modules being equivalent in the demands that it makes on students including assessment loading. The semesterisation of the year creates two assessment points. The Biology Field is most likely typical of many others nationally in that it utilises a wide diversity of assessment methods. Tutors routinely engage with students both informally and formally to discuss their approach to assignments. The marking system involves a 0-15 grade point scheme. Failure is represented by 0-3, third class 4-6, lower second 7-9, upper second 10-12 and first 13-15.

To further explore the reality of how students do indeed use feedback and to address the concerns that Higgins et al. (2002) raised we have carried out this initial study using qualitative interviews. It is anticipated that the results from this study will inform subsequent investigations involving students’ usage of specific examples of feedback. All the students interviewed were studying within the Biology Field of the Faculty of Health and Sciences although the findings may have more general applications.
Study Aims

The specific aims of this study were two fold:

1. To investigate and identify the range of uses of feedback by students.

2. To use this classification in order to formulate an approach for the delivery of feedback which tutors may adopt in order to enhance student learning.

Methodology

Semi structured interviews

In order to address the research aims semi structured interviews were carried out. The interview questionnaire (see Appendix 1) was constructed using the guidance given by Fielding (1994). Briefly, a broad range of topics of interest was identified. These included the nature of the feedback students received, students’ perceptions of the purpose and role of feedback, and how students’ saw feedback contributing to their learning environment. Research questions were then identified and clustered. Finally informal terms were developed to act as interview probes. This form of interview allowed flexibility. We were able to obtain accounts of the student’s experience of feedback while keeping the respondents focused on specific topics. We were able to examine students’ reaction to feedback in an exploratory manner (Higgins et al., 2002). It was stressed that the specific interview questions regarding tutor participation in feedback did not require individual names, rather just events. 

Each interview was carried out by two tutors at a suitable time for the student and lasted about 45 minutes. The questioning was both open ended and encouraging in order to gain spontaneous information about underlying attitudes towards feedback (Fielding, 1994). In the interviews tutors were relaxed and informal. No indication of unease in the students was apparent. 

Twenty students were approached by e-mail to partake in the interviews. The sample was selected using the random sampling method of Arber (1994). They were told the study was being used to evaluate the role of tutor feedback within the Biology Field and that they had been chosen at random. The interviews were to be anonymous and would not have any influence on their final grades. Sixteen third year students (20% of the third year cohort from the Biology Field) took part in the interviews. Twelve females and 4 males were interviewed which broadly represents the ratio of females to males within the whole cohort. 
The interviews were conducted at the end of the second semester and considered the broad range of feedback that students would have received up to that point. The interviews considered all formal feedback whether written or oral on coursework. Feedback was considered formal if tutors had written specific feedback on coursework or if students spoke to tutors within an arranged meeting. In this preliminary study no distinction was made between feedback received as a result of work previously submitted for assessment (i.e. summative feedback) and that resulting from contacts with tutors prior to coursework submission. Since the feedback was received by students during the course of their studies, the authors would argue that all such feedback (including the summative feedback) has a formative role.
Method of Analysis

The interview data analysis involved writing summaries of individual interviews, clustering units of relevant meaning and identifying general and unique themes (Cohen and Manion, 1994).

Findings

A) General findings

All the interviewed students stated they had received feedback on their coursework. Although the Biology Field makes available feedback on examination scripts, none of the interviewed students discussed this particular type of feedback from examinations. Thirteen of the students had received formal formative feedback during coursework preparation; of these six preferred verbal formative feedback and overall nine participants thought that verbal feedback encouraged questioning and discussion with the tutor. All sixteen students interviewed had received written summative feedback on coursework. Three of the students had also received formal oral feedback on summative work as a result of approaches to tutors made under their own initiative.
Only three students claimed not to read the feedback comments of tutors and a fourth read feedback only if the mark (whether formative or summative) differed from that expected. Of the remaining twelve, five of the students thought the mark more important than the written comments; the others thought that the mark and comments were equally important. Five of the students claimed to use feedback by adhering to every comment, while ten claimed to use the essence of the feedback. Three students who normally use the essence of summative feedback adhere to every comment when using formative feedback.  Seven students claimed now to spend more time considering feedback compared to the earlier years. Ten claimed to read the feedback straight away and then re-read it again later. 

Three students thought the mark sufficient ‘feedback’ in certain circumstances. If assessment marks were placed on public view as a list of grades on a notice board and the student was happy with their mark, they would not necessarily pick up their annotated work from the tutor. These students may not appreciate the benefits of formative feedback as a means of enhancing their learning or they may not see summative feedback as having any formative role.
B) Specific findings

This study identified four specific areas of feedback use by students. Feedback was used to: enhance motivation, enhance learning, encourage reflection, and clarify their progress. A further two areas were identified by which students appeared to use, or wished to use, feedback. These were separate from the earlier four, but may influence them. Firstly, fourteen students used feedback to enrich their learning environment. Secondly, eight students also demonstrated a mechanistic or tutor-dependent approach to feedback. Where comments are given they are representive of the interviewees as a whole unless otherwise stated.

B1) Student use of feedback to motivate.

Within the context of this study, feedback motivated students by ‘stimulating them to pursue their learning about a topic in a more independent fashion. Students showed a desire to succeed or grasp better understanding of a subject thereby achieving a higher level of understanding of the topic. So for example interviews revealed:

‘I believe that feedback should be critical and praiseworthy. Both positive and negative feedback encourages you to work harder by spending more time on assignments, or using primary literature’ (Student 4).

Feedback should criticise, but the tutor must say how well you’re done and indicate possible improvements; only by doing this can feedback help learning (Student 12).

Motivation seems to result from either positive comments (those comments that the students see as showing favour/praise towards the work) or negative comments (those comments that seem to highlight the failings in the work), but the impetus for motivation is not always the same. One respondent claimed:

‘Feedback makes me work harder in order to prove some lecturers wrong, or impress others’ (Student 10). 

Other respondents saw feedback as encouraging them to approach lecturers:

‘Feedback enables you to develop and become more confident. You are motivated to approach lecturers to talk to them about your work’ (Student 2).

However, five students, even if motivated to approach lecturers, still had reservations. Four respondents were motivated by feedback, but the outcomes were not always satisfactory:

‘Negative feedback will encourage you to get formative feedback. If formative feedback is given, but then the summative mark is still poor you doubt the value of the formative feedback. You also feel negative about yourself, your confidence is knocked’ (Student 15).

None of the students saw feedback in itself as being detrimental. The following comment was typical:

‘Feedback is not in itself detrimental, but it can be upsetting. Comments like ‘you’ve left this to the last minute’ when it’s not true or ‘you’ve not spent much time on this’ when you have, are upsetting (Student 16).

B2) Student use feedback to enhance learning

Within the context of this study, feedback was seen as enhancing learning by being used as guidance to improve an assignment or assignments and thereby indicating that students have contextualised the feedback and so developed some wider awareness. Students did not always perceive that learning had occurred, but in the analysis of data tutors felt that students were experiencing learning. In this study we have not attempted to measure learning, but report our perceptions of how feedback helped student learning.

Students saw feedback helping their learning in two specific ways. The first indicates that students see learning as developmental and progressive. 

‘Feedback has improved my learning and grades. It has helped me to learn differently. Last year I had difficulties reading primary literature but discussing my feedback with tutors has helped; it’s put me at a graduate level’ (Student 4).

‘Yes feedback helps learning. It gives direction and opens up different paths, particularly when discussed formatively’ (Student 14).

‘Yes feedback is meaningful, but feedback does not ask me to change my approach. This is because I have progressed and I am doing the right thing now. I have adapted, but not consciously adapted’ (Student 8).

Learning was also considered in a pragmatic fashion:

‘My learning would be helped if I had specific examination questions I could work through and then have feedback on’ (Student 7).

‘Feedback steers you the right way. It points out what you should be writing about and is meaningful if you’re missed the point’ (Student 12).

‘Feedback helps with other modules and exams; you can avoid making the same mistakes. It helps learning. You can pick up points you might have missed’ (Student 9).

Overall, fifteen of the students felt that their learning would be different if there was no tutor feedback.

‘Without feedback there would be more responsibility for me to learn, there would be lost opportunities’ (Student 14).

‘Feedback changes your direction of learning, no feedback no change. Once you hit the wall you need to find a way round’ (Student 1).

‘You need feedback, without it you would not strive to improve because you would not know where you were going wrong’ (Student 8).

Oh God I would be terrible. I would be working blind’ (Student 11).

B3) Student use of feedback to enhance reflection

Within the context of this study reflection was regarded as students considering their work together with its feedback so as to gain greater insight.

‘Normally feedback makes me spend more time on the subject (assignment) looking at the questions in a different way’ (Student 10).

‘When reading feedback it makes you realise what you could have done, re-reading an essay with the feedback in mind helps you see work in a different light’ (Student 8).

‘I think the role of feedback is to make you assess what you are doing. I reflect on weaker points more than in previous years and compare feedback from different assignments to look for common themes’ (Student 11).

B4) Student use of feedback for clarification

Within this study certain feedback appeared to be used by students as information concerning specific performance in that assignment. It also allowed clarification of tutors’ general expectations of students’ performance in assignments.

‘I think feedback helps you know what is expected at a given level. The mark shows where you are, comments show how you understood question’ (Student 11).

‘For me feedback shows how a mark has been achieved. I mostly have an idea of the mark. If I get a grade point 13 (first class mark) I don’t read the feedback, if grade 10 (second class mark), I die, then read’ (Student 8).

‘Feedback points out omissions and mistakes and clarifies why a lower mark was awarded. Feedback gives me an idea of what to study and the degree of depth to go to’ (Student 12).

Some students also expressed concern that feedback was almost always focussed on particular assignments. They identified a possible role for generalised feedback concerning their progression through the course. 

‘Perhaps personal tutors should evaluate overall progression each year. The e-mail could be a more effectively used as a means of communication’ (Student 10).

‘Currently I’m worried about my degree classification and how they are calculated. I need guidance on this. Should feedback give me that?’ (Student 2).

B5) Other student uses of feedback

There were two other areas in which students appeared to use, or wished to use feedback. These were separate from the four described above, but may influence them. 

Students appeared to use feedback to enrich their learning environment. This enabled subsequent feedback to be more meaningful or focussed. One area where this was directly apparent was in relation to being given ‘feedforward’ information. That is, information at the start of the assignment that may give focus to the feedback at the end. 

‘This would be useful for novel types of writing. The project plenary sessions (special sessions given in relation to third year projects) do this and it is helpful. They indicate what is expected’ (Student 6).

‘It would help give structure to what tutors require, for example, if asked to ‘describe a chemical pathway’ it would be helpful to know what the tutor wants’ (Student 3).

‘Um, maybe, but you need to leave students scope for individuality. Sometimes questions need clarification but you wouldn’t want everyone doing the same thing’ (Student 8).

Students also appeared to use feedback in a mechanistic way which was reflected in either their approach to feedback or concerned the means and terminology used by tutors to provide feedback. 

‘I prefer tutor comments in the margins more helpful than general comments at the end as they are specific, indicating where corrections need to made’ (Student 14).

‘Feedback is easier to use if you have to do something mechanical, like being directed to specific resources’ (Student 8).

‘I tend to follow specific critical comments one at the time’ (Student 2).

‘Individually tailoring feedback is important. So, if a better mark was obtained but there are no comments to indicate why; this is annoying’ (Student 11).

Terms like ‘check spellings’ and ‘more depth’ are unhelpful, just as are vague phrases like ‘this is unclear’ ’ (Student 1).

C) Tutor influence  on students’ responses to feedback.

The particular tutor providing the feedback was perceived as important by eight students. 

C1) Tutor-dependent responses

Seven of the interviewees felt that how they responded to the feedback was tutor-dependent.

‘Yes the tutor is important. I do not trust a minority of lecturers because some marks are out of line without adequate justification for the difference. I avoid modules taught by tutors I do not trust’ (Student 8).

‘Yes some tutors provide more information, you feel more comfortable with some tutors and take notice of some lecturers more than others. Some lecturers explain feedback better than others’ (Student 4).

‘Detrimental feedback does not happen, but sometimes lecturers are not open to alternative interpretations of questions’ (Student 14).

C2) Tutor-dependent discussion

Six of the interviewees (four the same as in C1) felt that whether they talked about their feedback to a tutor was dependent on who the tutor was. However, only one participant related this to compatibility of personalities.

‘You can feel less threatened by some tutors – it depends on compatibility of personalities. Some tutors are more approachable; others are scary. You feel threatened’ (Student 15).

‘I approach a ‘favourite’ tutor if there is more than one tutor on the module, but sometimes you cannot find the tutor you want’ (Student 7).

Some tutors are more approachable than others; those are often more readily willing to explain. Some tutors have less time for students’ (Student 8).

 ‘Formative feedback makes anonymous marking less anonymous’ (Student 4).

C3) Tutor-dependent learning from feedback

Seven interviewees (six the same as in C1) felt that their perceptions of the tutor giving the feedback influenced their learning from the feedback 

Yes, if you do not get on with the tutor you are less inclined to listen to them’ (Student 10).

‘Yes, if you get on with a tutor you will seek clarification; if you do not understand feedback from an unapproachable tutor you ignore it’ (Student 4).

‘Yes, but I try not to (let it influence me). I do not want to get ‘hooked up’ on that issue’ (Student 8).

‘If you are not sure of the tutor’s approach you cannot understand the tutor’s feedback. Feedback is brief and needs a context which is taken from your knowledge of the tutor’s approach’ (Student 14).

Discussion

This study considers how students use written and oral formative feedback (tutor feedback that is received during the preparation of an assignment) and summative feedback (tutor feedback which indicates to the student what they have achieved in the assignment). Although the formative and summative forms of feedback are often seen as separate, within this study the distinction is blurred. It is clear from our student responses that summative feedback can have a formative role. On this issue Sadler’s definition of formative feedback, ‘to shape and improve the students’ competence by short-circuiting the randomness and inefficiency of trial and error learning’ is appropriate (Sadler, 1989, p 120). Indeed, Sadler (1998, p 78) suggests that the role of the teacher could broadly be described as ‘working to reduce the rate of error production in trial and error learning and thereby to make learning more efficient’. In order to do this the teacher needs to have an understanding of (a) subject and skill based knowledge and (b) the needs of the learner (Black and Wiliam, 1998). Our study encompasses a key issue confronting tutors in higher education today i.e. how to bridge these two factors such that students can be given meaningful feedback to enhance their learning. This is important as it, in part, defines good teaching (Trigwell, 2001). 

A difficultly in constructing a meaningful bridge may be found in the diversity of uses employed by students of the feedback given to them. It is a rewarding finding of our study that students do process feedback. Nevertheless, their diversity of approaches (ranging from reflective to mechanistic) may pose the tutor problems in their desire to enhance individual student learning. 

Furthermore, Lea and Street (2000) reported difficulties with institutional procedures like modularity. We support their findings concerning students who were unable to benefit from receiving feedback as they found the comments only related to a specific piece of work or module. 
Another relevant example concerning institutional quality procedures is anonymous marking. Three students commented that obtaining formative feedback made anonymous marking less anonymous, possibly indicating reluctance to approach tutors. 

There are other institutional procedures that influence the effectiveness of feedback. For example, a majority of students interviewed in this study liked to have comments in the margin of their work relating to specific issues. This finding supports the work of Higgins et al., (2002). Some institutional standard quality feedback procedures, however, prevent writing on scripts requiring solely the use of standard feedback forms. Overall, it seems that institutional approaches to issues of quality relating to the “standardisation” tutor feedback do not rest easy with student learning. 

The present study identifies a number of concerns expressed by students of a general and specific nature regarding tutor feedback. Some of these reflect the issues addressed by Jaques’ useful checklist of a number of aspects of feedback concerning its content and delivery (cited in Rust, 2002). For example Jaques advises “be prompt” and “suggest follow up work and references”.

Developing effective feedback
General concerns:
Overall none of the students found tutor feedback a waste of time, nor did they indicate that they would not, in some way, act on feedback. That is not to say that they were not frustrated or upset by feedback. Nine students found brief single word comments like ‘explain’ in the margin unhelpful. This type of response supports the work of Lea and Street (2000) who refer to this form of tutor comment as ‘categorical modality’. The impression from our study is that students are relatively sophisticated in using feedback. Over a period of time students seemed to be inwardly digesting the feedback they received and possibility incorporating it into a type of learning cycle where the feedback confirms new knowledge as valid. The feedback encouraged the processing of new knowledge into an existing framework of learning, suggesting construction of learning.
Twelve students claimed to read and re-read feedback. Five carried copies of assignments containing specific feedback around with them or saved specific feedback; again indicating that progression of a learning framework was taking place. None of our findings allow us to specifically state that some form of learning cycle was functioning, nor did the students appear to demonstrate specific learning strategies, but they did show a genuine commitment to applying feedback to improve their mark or learning. These were also the findings of Hinett (1998).
Our findings indicate that students are also strategic in their use of feedback. Students in our study did attempt to overcome the problem of receiving feedback comments which only related to a specific piece of work or module by trying to apply specific feedback to specific tutors. Students would take feedback from one tutor and would use this feedback again when undertaking an assignment for that particular tutor; even at a different level of study. It is possible that the modular system encourages this process, or it could be that students use feedback to learn what specific tutors want, rather than simply to enhance their ability to demonstrate learning in particular tasks or assignments. 

It is apparent that different students may be seeking and using formative and summative feedback in different ways. Six students preferred formative feedback which involved talking with their tutors and nine students thought that verbal feedback lead to greater engagement with the tutor. This implies that students are using the feedback to actively make sense of their work. It is possible that here undergraduates are interpreting their learning experiences and negotiating meaning within the wider community of biologists. ‘Making sense is a social process; it is an activity that is always situated within a cultural and historical context’ (Bruner and Haste, 1987). These results are certainly encouraging for those tutors who believe in the value of formative exercises and providing both tutor and student understand each other, these results indicate how the errors in student work can be reduced
Only three students actively sought this wider engagement with respect to using summative feedback. Perhaps this reflects a general belief that summative feedback has no potential beyond the strategic role discussed above and this has implications for practice in that learning opportunities are being overlooked. Furthermore, it suggests that students understand the role of summative assessment as something they do and then move on. It is important to establish a link in students’ minds between summative assessments and the feedback opportunities they provide. A rationale for summative assessment is often to allow student progression to the next stage of their studies and students need to see such progression in terms of both moving to a new topic and learning development. 
Since the depth of learning taking place was not clear, students’ final degree classifications were compared with their interview comments. No clear pattern emerged within the small cohort of students interviewed, but there was a trend, indicating that students obtaining lower degree classifications had a heightened dependence on tutor feedback seeing it as a solution in itself. Students awarded higher degree classifications sometimes saw feedback as of limited value. They needed it, but were identifying the solutions for themselves. This is another example of students reducing their error in ‘trial and error learning.’

Specific concerns:

While the authors appreciate that some blurring does exist between the individual headings used in identifying how students use feedback they nevertheless consider these important. While an awareness of the diversity of feedback uses by students suggests that all individual student needs cannot be met, it may also provide a method for more effective feedback delivery. It is possible that students are not conscious of the possibilities for feedback use. Trigwell et al. (1999) argue for the adoption of student-focused approaches to teaching in order to improve the quality of students’ learning. It is possible that as a facilitator in this process the tutor could engage students in discussion about the role of feedback in learning. It is appreciated that such discussions would be difficult in large classes, but it would certainly be possible in moderate or small groups, or subgroups of larger classes. They could also be applied to problem based learning programmes. 

For eight interviewees the particular tutor was seen as an important factor in influencing their response to feedback. Again this is another dilemma for the tutor. In only one interview was personality given as the reason for tutor concern. The majority of responses related to how the student viewed the competency of the tutor. Students seemed to perceive that tutors who gave them little time were doing so either because of a lack of familiarity with the subject of the assignment (and so were unwilling to enter into a discussion), or because they prioritise teaching and learning lower than other aspects of their academic duties. 

Feedback and tutors

Tutors are in a difficult situation with respect to providing student feedback. Ramaprasad (1983) defined feedback as information about the gap between the actual level and the reference level that is used to alter the gap. If information is simply stored in memory and never used, it is not feedback. To enhance learning feedback needs to be meaningful, understood and correctly acted upon. Tutors should really evaluate how effective their feedback has been: just to make sure they have actually given feedback and not information that is simply stored or dismissed by the student. 

With respect to acting upon feedback, the work of Fritz et al. (2000) is particularly illuminating. In a series of experiments it was shown that subjects presented with a verbal text were unable to reproduce that text correctly even after repeatedly hearing it. After their first recall there was little evidence of learning measured either in terms of further acquisition of information or error correction. Furthermore, if the attention of the participants was deliberately drawn to their omissions and errors this led to poorer recall rather than better recall. A possible explanation given was that the task of evaluating memories of the passage and noting omissions and errors made attending to acquiring new information more difficult. While feedback from tutors may vary from the experimental nature of Fritz et al. (2000) the work is instructive for how feedback should be given and incorporated into the student learning process. Students need time to assimilate feedback before moving on. 

Both this assimilation process and the tailoring of feedback to meet students’ individual needs are likely to be enhanced by informal discussions with the tutor or by incorporating the feedback into a formative leaning session (Orsmond et al. 2002). These are time-consuming activities particularly when tutors have to prioritize their research, teaching and management responsibilities. 

Conclusions and Recommendations

In this study we have attempted to understand the ways in which students use feedback as a first step to ascertaining how effective feedback may be implemented. Thorpe (2002) showed that students have no difficulty in reflecting on what they did, but did have difficulties in reflecting when specifying their own criteria and judging their work. Positive tutor feedback having an emphasis on the purpose of and the rationale for the students’ task and relating these to the course objectives were found to be helpful. Interestingly, no students in this study mentioned or related feedback to marking criteria

Tutors need to attach greater emphasis to the role of feedback. It no longer needs to be something that comes just at the end of an assignment but needs to be put into a context and integrated into students’ overall learning. It was apparent from the interviews that individual students did not always see feedback as having multiple dimensions. Student utilisation of tutor feedback is a skill and as a prerequisite to the development of that skill awareness of the diversity of possible uses of feedback needs be enhanced. 

While the interviews were conducted with biology students the authors feel the following specific and general recommendations may be helpful in both biology and other disciplines:

Specific Recommendations
· Previous student feedback could be linked to “feedforward” discussions and so could provide a focal point for assignment preparation.

· Heightened awareness by tutors of how students implement feedback could positively influence how tutors write feedback. For example, tutors may by nature write feedback that provides only clarification and write little feedback to enhance reflection.

General Recommendations

· Students could be encouraged to discuss tutor feedback and its effectiveness within small groups. This could be done either formally as part of a learning session or informally. The results of such discussions could then provide a focus for discussion with tutors. This may prove particularly meaningful in final year courses when students are likely to take a more critical approach to the feedback they receive.

· Student progression and student feedback need to be more closely linked. Students want to have feedback regarding their coursework put into the wider dimension of their overall progression. 

· Feedback could form the focal point for group work. Such questions as ‘How will feedback be utilised to develop subject understanding?’ could form the basis of a learning session.
· Finally, it is important that tutors evaluate how their feedback to students is utilised. This will increase the effectiveness of how the tutor writes further feedback and will increase their awareness of how their students learn.

The information generated in this study opens up the possibility of designing assignments to generate specific types of feedback to be utilised by students in prescribed ways. It seems to authors that the nature of higher education is such that students’ should develop their own approaches to learning and a prescribed approach to feedback may be contrary to this. Our recommendations therefore include such things as the use of feedforward to explain to students’ possibilities for the use of subsequent feedback that they might choose to adopt, rather than the alternative strategy of directing them to adopt strategies diverse from their current approach to learning. 
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Appendix 1

Interview questionnaire

We are conducting a small qualitative study to gather some feedback from students about the process and value of tutor feedback to students. We are talking to students in Sciences and will be writing a paper based on the information you give us. Your comments will be treated confidentially and any quotations used will not be attributable to particular students. 

Background

1) What is your degree title? ____________

2) Could you tell me something about how you receive tutor feedback?

	· Oral/Written/Group?

· Are you concerned with the comments or just the mark

· How much time do you spend reading the comments


3) Has the time you spend reading or reflecting on the feedback changed with time?

	· In what ways has it changed?

· Can you give some examples?

· How does the time differ for oral and written feedback?

· When do you read your feedback?

· Do you return to it at a later date?


Purpose

4) What purpose do you think tutor feedback should serve?

	· Help you in your learning?

· Does it identify learning outcomes?

· Does the feedback encourage refection?

· In what ways might it be beneficial/detrimental?

· Would feedforward before assignments help?


Roles

5) What do you think the role of tutor feedback should be?

	· Is this the reality what should tutor feedback do?

· Can you give examples of how you have used feedback in your learning?

· Should feedback be more ongoing?

· What that alter your use of feedback


6) What is the role of tutor feedback?

	· How would you like to use tutor feedback?

· What stops you?


7) Is tutor feedback meaningful?

	· Is it meaningful to you in helping you learn?

· Do you act on the feedback as stated adhering to every comment?

· Do you reflect on selected points and store them at the back of your mind?

· Are there specific terms that are unhelpful in tutor feedback


8) Tutor Specific feedback?

	· Does how you respond to feedback depend on the tutor who gives it you?

· Does the tutor concerned influence whether you talk to the tutor about the feedback  ?

· Does your perceptions of the tutor influence your learning from the feedback?


The Learning Environment

9) How does tutor feedback affect your learning environment?

	· Does the process have an impact student learning?

· Is the learning environment improved?

· How might it contribute to improvement?

· How would your learning be different if there was no tutor feedback?


Thankyou for your time in answering these questions.
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