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Across the sector 

Evidence overwhelming suggests that 
students find the quality of feedback 
poor. 



Across the sector 
 
Poor performance 

But like anything there are exceptions and places where 
students find they say they learn from quality feedback.  
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Across the sector 
 
Poor performance 

Why? 

Students want feedback which helps 
them to learn. It is not how much 
feedback you give – but whether it 
is heard understood and can be 
used. They can improve as a 
function of where to next feedback. 
As a consequence results is an 
increase in sense of belonging and 
trust. 



What we can do about it? 

3 case studies – which will be 
described – each share 
common features……….. 
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Case Study 1 

1.  HaSS Essay – 2 years 
2.  STEM Report Writing - >10 years 
3.  Interdisciplinary Project Unit >2 years 



Case Study 1 Details 

1.  Poor feedback about feedback in a large first year Psychology unit 
2.  Change in the assessment design which had feedback as an integral 

component of the assessment. 
3.  Connected the first and second assessment. 
4.  Second assessment required a response from students about how they 

used feedback from the first assessment. 
5.  Marks were awarded in the second assessment for making a response 

to feedback. 
6.  Workshops with staff on how to provide quality feedback, data bank 

of comments created. 
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Poor 
organisation 

This section belongs in 
the previous page. 
This needed to be 
discussed earlier. 

Unnecessary 
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This is waffle! 
What is your point here? 
References? 

Irrelevant 
material 

Stay focussed. 
How does this relate to 
the question? 
Irrelevant. 
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Issue Usual feedback Revised Feedback 

Poor 
organisation 

This section belongs in 
the previous page. 
This needed to be 
discussed earlier. 

You have covered lots of the right bits, but they are presented in a 
confused order.  Your assignment would be improved by putting the 
bits into an order where each section follows on logically from the 
previous and presenting separate ideas in separate paragraphs. 

Unnecessary 
padding 

This is waffle! 
What is your point here? 
References? 

Your main point here seems to be…. This could be said in one 
sentence.  You then need to add examples and research relevant to 
this point. 

Irrelevant 
material 

Stay focussed. 
How does this relate to 
the question? 
Irrelevant. 

This part is about…but the topic is asking about…so it does not add 
to your answer.  For every sentence you write, ask yourself, is this 
directly related to the topic and does it contribute to answering the 
question?  If in doubt the material should be left out. 

Paid attention to quality of feedback  
– avoided feedback which asked questions and was negative 
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Amazing reflections... I am mother confessor.   
Never read stuff before, did not know how to write an essay...shame in failure.   

Ones who followed feedback improved dramatically.   
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Case Study 2 

1.  HaSS Essay – 2 years 
2.  STEM Report Writing - >10 years 
3.  Interdisciplinary Project Unit >2 years 



1.  Several years  in a third year Science unit, submission of reports throughout 
semester. 

2.  Several years practise writing reports, by doing multiple reports over the 
semester with feedback at the end (i.e. postscript). 

3.  Change in the assessment design which had feedback as an integral 
component of the assessment. 

4.  Reduced number of reports, but feedback provided on assessment,  graded 
and then opportunity for resubmission, where students acted on feedback. 

5.  Workshops with staff on how to provide quality feedback, data bank of 
comments created. 

6.  Analysed marks in 1st submissions of report by ANOVA (3 years before and 
after) 

Case Study 2 Details 
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Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 

F=0.22 F = 3.79 F = 1.45 F = 3.85 F = 4.77  F = 4.29 

P < 0.64 P < 0.06 P < 0.23 P < 0.05* P < 0.03* P < 0.04* 

Continuous report writing, no significant difference  in performance 

Continuous report writing Resubmission report writing 

Resubmission report writing with acting on feedback,  significant difference 

Results 



Significant gain in grade 
and performance 
No improvement when the assessment 
task is done AGAIN and AGAIN 
Improvement only when students act on 
FEEDBACK 
 
 



Significant gain in grade 
and performance 

The form of assessment and the weighting for 
tasks were the best for this unit than any unit 
in my whole degree – implementation across 
the board would be great 

Encouraging whilst critical showed areas that 
needed improvement – all positive 

The worst assessment in uni are those where 
you are constantly guessing expectations, 
excellent to know what was required 

No improvement when the assessment 
task is done AGAIN and AGAIN 
Improvement only when students act on 
FEEDBACK 
 
 



Case Study 3 

1.  HaSS Essay – 2 years 
2.  STEM Report Writing - >10 years 
3.  Interdisciplinary Project Unit >2 years 



1.  Assessment design had feedback as an integral component of the 
assessment. 

2.  All groups offered feedback on drafts prior to submission, for group 
and individual tasks. 

3.  Almost everyone took up the opportunity.  
4.  Every group (and student*) submitted all assessments on time, to a very 

high standard 
5.  Workshops with staff on how to provide quality feedback, data bank 

of comments created. 

Case Study 3 Details 



The University of Sydney 

An example of feedback 



“The feedback with staff coordinating the unit 
has been amazing! Particularly the feedback for 

assignments is extremely informative and 
detailed, and doesn't occur often in other units - 

so thank you!” 
 

“I really appreciated the detailed feedback we 
received and ability to submit drafts. I think it 

was very helpful with learning.” 
 

“One of the best parts of this unit was the 
feedback that was made available to us for 

assessment tasks. This was incredibly helpful and 
helped us to improve our work before submitting 

it.” 

Students said 
about feedback 



The University of Sydney 

Student achievements 
as a result of quality 
feedback 

•  Publication-quality reports 
•  Entertaining presentations 

–  impressive animation design! 
•  Trust led to high engagement 
•  Discipline outcomes.  Highly creative and 

innovative proposed solutions to 
ecosystem collapse and invasive species 
–  risk-assessed genetic control methods for 

invasive pathogens 
–  ethical matrix on chemical control of 

crazy ants for relevant stakeholders 
–  Large-scale meta-analysis of 

effectiveness of biological controls 



Across the sector 
 
Poor performance 

After 10 years used 
similar method in 
different units 
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EACH SHARE COMMON 
FEATURES WHAT ARE 
THESE? 

Why? 
Different disciplines, 
different assessment 
types, different times, but 
same common features 
for feedback. 



1.  Change in the assessment design which had feedback as an 
integral component 

2.  Reduced number of assessments, focussed on feedback 
provided 

3.  Students acted on the feedback. 
4.  Workshops with staff on how to provide quality feedback, 

data bank of comments created. 

Common features for feedback which works 



1.  Feedback is acknowledged as one part of the developmental 
process NOT the development process itself. 

2.  Identifies and closes the gaps on student knowledge (feeds 
forward) why/how 

3.  Draws attention to the task, not personal attributes (threats or 
praise) 

4.  The language is unambiguous (academic discourse) 
5.  Sensitive to the self esteem of every individual student 

Common features for feedback which works 



Quality Feedback principles 

1.  Task focussed, constructive and aligned 
2.  Gap ID and closure 
3.  Plain English 
4.  Holistic/Specific 
5.  Relationship (Honest, kind, respectful) 
6.  Flexible 



1. Quality Feedback principles – task and gap 

•  Task focussed, constructive and aligned 
•  Identify the gap, good and poor features of the 

assessment task, how the student might close the gap 
improve, why and focussed on the main issues. 

•  Timely  be mindful of the resentment which can be 
created when the opportunity to incorporate feedback 
has passed. 



2. Quality Feedback principles - specific 

•  Specific, avoid the use of general comments.  Consider the 
use of examples to illustrate your point. Make it clear as 
to what it is you are reacting too.  Choose your words 
carefully and avoid an accusing tone.  



3. Quality Feedback principles- relationship 

•  Kind, sensitive to individual learning styles and needs. 
Feedback that is specific and constructive is kind.  A single 
word such as poor or even good is cruel.  Include an 
explanation. 

•  Honest and respectful Students need to know what it is that 
they have done right or well.   The language you use and 
needs to be considered, choose your words carefully, 
maintain a respectful tone  = trust 



4. Quality Feedback principles – language  

•  Use of appropriate language to transmit saliency, tone, 
intention, empathy and to keep feedback as an open-
ended dialogue.  

•  Encouraging to motivate students to continue their learning 
efforts and develop their unique potential (Orwell 2006; Weaver 
2006) 



•  Ages ago the literature (Rust 2002; Fritz 2000)  suggests getting students 
to redraft the work in the light of the feedback or take it on to 
some further stage in some way will have a significant  impact 
on future performance.  

•  Important place of tutors and academics, perception of their 
role (Orrell 2006)  

•  Nature dialogue – embedded.  “written feedback to be 
effective must be embedded in dialogical contexts in which the 
activities are shared” (Nicol 2010) 

This is not new 



If this is not new and we 
know what to do, then 
why 
don’t we do it and stop 
student and staff 
frustration with feedback 
 



No time 
No money 
Too many students 
Too few staff 
Too much work 

Could suggest lots of 
reasons 



But also 



 
Some think this is helping 
too much, it is cheating  
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Perhaps, however, it is 
learning 

But also 



Questions 
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Professor Geoff Crisp,  
Deputy Vice-Chancellor & Vice-President Academic 
University of Canberra 
g.crisp[at]canberra.edu.au 
 

Dr Mathew Hillier,  
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Recording available  
TransformingAssessment.com 
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