Feedback

“In years of looking at schools and jobs, I have almost never seen an ideal

[feedback] system. Managers, teachers, employees, and students seldom have

adequate information about how well they are performing.”1

“Common sense, theories of learning, and research on intrinsic motivation...all
clearly indicate that the sort of standardized testing now commonly employed in

schools and via which student do not get rapid or specific feedback on their

work...is simply not conducive to learning.”2

Years ago, Thomas Gilbert, the author of the first quote (above)
summed up the principles of good feedback in his delightful and informative
book Human Competence. In it, he catalogued the requirements of any
information system “designed to give maximum support to performance.”

The requirements involved eight steps:

1. Identify the expected accomplishments...

2. State the requirements of each accomplishment. If there is any doubt that people
understand the reason why an accomplishment and its requirements are important,
explain this.

3. Describe how performance will be measured and why.

4. Set exemplary standards, preferably in measurement terms.

5. Identify exemplary performers and any available resources that people can use to

become exemplary performers.

1 Gilbert, Thomas F. (1978) Human Competence. McGraw Hill Publishing Co., p. 178
2 Haney, Walt. (1991) “We Must Take Care: Fitting Assessment to Functions,” in Perrone, V.

ed. Expanding Student Assessment for Supervision and Curriculum Development. Alexandria,
VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. p. 155
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6. Provide frequent and unequivocal feedback about how well each person is
performing. This confirmation should be expressed as a comparison with an exemplary
standard. Consequences of good and poor performance should also be made clear.

7. Supply as much backup information as needed to help people troubleshoot their own
performance...

8. Relate various aspects of poor performance to specific remedial actions.3

Gilbert sardonically adds that “these steps are far too simple to be called
a ‘technology,” but it may be that their simplicity helps explain why they are so
rarely followed.” A key question for users of this videotape to ponder is: why
are such “simple” steps “rarely followed”? What views and practices in
schools cause us to ignore or violate such common-sensical views about
performance?

One reason we rarely follow such simple steps is that there are
fundamental misconceptions about assessment generally and feedback in
particular among educators. As I have argued, far too many educators treat
assessment as something one does after teaching and learning are over
instead of seeing assessment as central to all learning.* (If I were to say that
learning requires feedback, then the proposition seems immediately more
obvious). And in terms of feedback, many teachers mistakenly think that
giving such general praise as “Good job!” is feedback, for example. But such
praise only keeps you interested; it cannot improve your performance, which

is what feedback can do.

3 Gilbert, Thomas F. (1978) Human Competence. McGraw Hill Publishing Co. , pp. 178-9.

4 See Wiggins (1998) Educative Assessment, Jossey-Bass Publishing.
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So, let us begin at the beginning and ask: What is feedback? How does
it differ from other forms of performance-related information? And what
must assessment be to provide more of it?

What is feedback? Feedback is information about how we did in light
of some goal. We hit the tennis ball and see where it lands, we give a speech
and hear (as well as witness) audience reaction as we speak, we design an
experiment and check the results for error margin, we use the word processor
and the spell checker underlines misspellings — feedback. Though we use the
word more loosely in day-to-day talk to encompass many kinds of effects or
reactions, here we narrow the meaning of feedback to its more technical
meaning: information about what and was not accomplished, given a specific
goal.

This definition and these examples enable us to see what feedback is
and what it isn’t. Feedback is useful information about what happened. It
thus is not guidance (advice based on feedback) or evaluation (a value
judgment about the meaning of the results). Though the enclosed videotape
develops these distinctions at some length, it is worthwhile pondering our
current bad habit of defining assessment as testing and a test result as a score
merely. How would the tennis player improve if all the coach did was shout
out letter grades or stanines? How would the public speaker become skilled
and poised if there were never a real audience and experts merely wrote back
and gave their scores a few weeks later? Our challenge as educators is to
think of assessment as first and foremost educative, in other words. Our aim
must therefore be to create assessments that provide better feedback by design,
and not think of improvements in terms of more accurate evaluation.
Indeed, without better feedback (and guidance based on the feedback) in

student assessment, there is little point to precise scores and value judgments.
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Feedback is not a labor-intensive, hence impractical strategy for school
reform. Did you notice that all the above examples do not involve a person
giving a grade or evaluative comment? A common misconception about
feedback in schools is that it is impossible to provide enough of it because
good feedback seemingly requires intensive one-on-one tutorials. But much
important feedback is derived from situational feedback, and tutorials do not
guarantee that students get adequate feedback. The challenge of designing
learning, in fact, is to make it possible for students to self-assess and self-
adjust effectively, with minimal intervention by the teacher. (I did not say
“no intervention,” I said “minimal”: the challenge in teaching is to make
oneself progressively obsolete as chief upholder of standards). Put another
way, instructional design is the art of maximizing self-directed learning and
hence the freeing up of the teacher to provide personal feedback and guidance
intensively when needed.

When we ponder the constant use of year-end tests (be they
commercial, state-imposed, or locally-designed exams) we better see how far
we are from making feedback central to learning. A one-shot “secure” test at
the end of the year is as little likely to improve student performance as
merely being given a single letter grade and no other information by a tennis
coach, after being tested on a version of tennis that you have never seen
before test day. If our aim is to improve student performance, not just
measure it, we must ensure that students know the performances expected of
them, the standards against which they will be judged, and have
opportunities to learn from the assessment in future assessments.

What, then, must assessment be to be educative? What are the

elements of an effective feedback and learning system?
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As the above comments suggest, educative assessment requires a
known set of measurable goals, standards and criteria that make the goals real
and specific (via models and specifications), descriptive feedback against those
standards, honest yet tactful evaluation, and useful guidance. Elaborations

for these elements follow:

Elements of a an educative assessment system

1. Standards

specifications (e.g. 80 wpm w/ 0 mistakes)

models (exemplars of each point on the scale — e.g. anchor
papers)

criteria: conditions to be met to achieve goals - e.g.
“persuasive and clear” writing

2. Feedback

Facts: what events/behavior happened, related to goal

Impact: a description of the effects of the facts (results and/or
reactions)

Commentary: the facts and impact explained in the context of
the goal; an explanation of all confirmation and
disconfirmation concerning the results

3. Elements of evaluation

Evaluation: value judgments made about the facts and their
impact

Praise / Blame: appraisal of individual’s performance in light
of expectations for that performer

4. Elements of Guidance

Advice about what to do in light of the feedback
Re-direction of current practice in light of results

Feedback vs. Evaluation
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1. Facts: provide the evidence without interpretation or evaluation

What did or did not happen, exactly? Describe the
action/ performance/ product using only specific, concrete, non-
judgmental language.

Specify context and goal, as needed: what/who/where/when/how.

Commentary:

Describe what happened in terms of the explicit or implicit
goal/intent/standard /model. Confirm what was on-target, where
effect matched intent, to reinforce it; and note where actions were
off-target, where effect did not match intent, to underscore the need
for re-direction.

Avoid or downplay language that stresses what the coach/judge
liked or didn’t like. Liking has nothing to do with it: how did the
behavior meet or not meet the criteria and standards?

Impact:

Describe the effects that occurred as an immediate result of the facts.
(e.g. fact: batter swung late and used his arms in swinging, not his
body and legs. Impact: the batter hit a soft ground ball to the second
baseman which was not his aim.)

An audience or reactor’s response: a description of the particular
thoughts and feelings without using value language or
authoritative generalizations. Examples: the audience applauded
enthusiastically, many people looked bored, the questions afterward
suggested key points were not understood, many audience members
stayed afterward to talk and ask further questions, etc. (Note: it is a
fact, not a value judgment, to say: “The ending of your story really
bothered me because I felt like you had built up a completely
different mood.” A value judgment would be to go beyond the facts
of your personal reaction to a blanket judgment about merit: “The
ending is poor.”)

2. Evaluation: The use of specific criterial language (unpersuasive,
organized, unclear, polished, etc.) in relation to the goals and
standards appropriate to this performance, not just general words of
approval/disapproval, like/ dislike.
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Praise/blame, based on criteria:

Note that phrases like “Good job!” are useful only when
followed or preceded by specific feedback and evaluation
justifying the praise or blame. Otherwise the only “feedback”
transmitted is that the person was pleased or not, for whatever
reason.

Feedback and guidance. Feedback is information about what
happened, the result or effect of our actions. The environment or other
people “feed back” to us the impact of our behavior, be that upshot intended
or unintended. Guidance, on the other hand, gives future direction: what
should I do, in light of what just happened? And evaluation, finally, judges
my overall performance against a standard. Feedback tells me whether I am
on course. Guidance tells me the most likely ways to achieve my goal.
Evaluation tells me whether I am or have been sufficiently on course to be
deemed competent or successful.

As this brief analysis makes clearer, feedback is value-neutral. It
merely reports what did and did not happen. Elbow described the difference
between feedback and evaluation in writing, for example, in terms of
“criterion-based feedback” and “reader-based feedback.” The former in effect
asks “What is its quality?” while the latter asks “How does it work?”> The
mixing up of the two ideas “tends to keep people from noticing that they
could get by with far less measurement.... The unspoken premise that
permeates much of education is that every performance must be measured
and that the most important response to a performance is to measure it. The

claim need only be stated to be seen through... When an individual teacher, a

5 Elbow, Peter (1981) Writing With Power: Techniques for Mastering the Writing Process.
NY: Oxford University Press., p. 241.
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department, or a whole faculty sits down and asks, ‘At what point and for
what purposes do we need measurement?’ they will invariably see that they
engage in too much of it.t

As this analysis also suggests, performance and assessment form a
series of continuous and iterative steps — the so-called feedback loop. A
deliberate system of feedback “loops”, in which I constantly confirm or
disconfirm the results of my actions (by attending to the visible effects of prior
feedback acting on that information) is how all successful performance
develops and eventually occurs. This analysis underscores what is so often
wrong with what passes for feedback in schools, for both students and adults.
As Peter Senge put it in his well-known book on management, to get feedback
is not to “gather opinions about an act we have undertaken....[Rather] in
systems thinking, feedback is a broader concept. It means any reciprocal flow
of influence.”” In education, that means that a “learning system” is one in
which I not only receive enough data until I get the task done properly, but
opportunities to reveal my learning via self-adjustment in later and
deliberately repeated assessments.

Concurrent Feedback. Perhaps the greatest indication of our failure to
understand the “loop” nature of feedback and the poor feedback in current
testing and student assessment can be found in once again looking at the
examples we noted at the outset. In public speaking, tennis, computer, and
science the key feedback occurs during performance, not after it. Concurrent

feedback is information that is “fed back” to us as we perform; serving as the

6 Elbow, Peter (1986) Embracing Contraries & Explorations in Learning and Teaching. NY:
Oxford University Press., p. 231-2.

7 Senge, Peter M. (1990) The Fifth Discipline: The Art & Practice of the Learning
Organization. NY: Doubleday Currency. p. 79.
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basis for learning and intelligent self-adjustment en route. (Even when real-
world feedback occurs after performance it is typically far more timely than
the feedback from all local, state and national testing).

We often judge competence in the real world, in fact, by a person’s
ability to adjust in light of feedback to circumstances. Mastery, in other words,
is not the answering of simplistic and discrete questions correctly, but the
solving of complex challenges which requires responding to the feedback
provided as we problem-solve or perform. “You know the trouble with kids
today?” one woman in a workshop offered: “They don’t know what to do
when they don’t know what to do.” That is primarily because of our testing
system which never tests for it. Yet, almost all complex real-world
performance requires numerous “trials” (and thus the self-correcting of many
“errors” en route through feedback) if standards are to be met.

Here again, then, we must puzzle over our opening question: How did
we lose sight of this obvious idea? Though a seemingly-radical move for test
construction, the idea of concurrent feedback is hardly opaque or new:
Thorndike noted almost a century ago that good educational design involves
“the law of effect, which holds essentially that learning is enhanced when
people see the effects from what they try.” William James, even earlier, wrote
that effective education requires that we “receive sensible news of our
behavior and its results. We hear the words we have spoken, feel our own
blow as we give it, or read in the bystander’s eyes the success or failure of our
conduct. Now this return wave...pertains to the completeness of the whole
experience.”® Haney’s recent literature reviews only underscore the point: “a

meta-analysis of forty previous studies on the instructional effects of feedback

8 James, William (1899/1958) Talks to Teachers. New York: W W Norton and Company Inc., p.
41.
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in test-like events showed that relatively rapid feedback (i.e. immediately
after a test was completed) is more effective than feedback after a day or more.
Also, feedback providing guidance to, or identification of, correct answers is
more instructionally effective than feedback that simply tells learners
whether their answers are right or wrong.”?

What, then, should we make of modern testing methodologies that
give the students no feedback as they proceed, or the providing of scores and
grades on a May test or June exam after school is out? What of instruction
that assumes that “coverage” causes learning — as opposed to the learner’s
attempts to learn? Without being taught what excellent performance is;
without being taught how to self-adjust, achievement becomes more a matter
of lucky talents and savvy guesswork than self-directed and long-lasting
learning. And if instruction only provides teacher guidance (but little in the
way of feedback in reference to standards to justify or make clear the meaning
of the guidance), then students must perpetually ask — as they do! - “Is this
right? Is this what you want” The development of autonomy and
competence is undermined when students are reduced to guessing what will
be on the test, puzzling over scores, and getting what little feedback they
receive many days after performance (in a curriculum that moves on,
irrespective of results).

While it is unclear what has caused us to lose sight of these truths
about learning, one ironic observation about adults seems obvious: what is
obvious to us is not obvious to students. Indeed, we might define “student”

as a person who does not yet know or see what is obvious to the expert. The

9 The research of Bangert-Drowns, Kulik, Kulik, and Morgan, as cited in Haney, Walt. (1991)
“We Must Take Care: Fitting Assessment to Functions,” in Perrone, V. ed. Expanding Student
Assessment for Supervision and Curriculum Development. Alexandria, VA: Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development., p. 155. “We Must Take Care.”
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constant challenge of teaching is to escape adult egocentrism about what is
and isn’t obvious. This point was brought home to me recently in coaching
my 9-year-old son’s baseball team. What is painfully obvious to all three
adult coaches about backing up the play (i.e. getting behind another player
who is trying to catch the ball in the event that he fails to catch it) is not at all
obvious to the kids. They have not developed the habit of anticipating where
the ball is headed and where they must head.

That skill, like all complex performance leanring, can only become
instinctive through constant feedback and attempts to use it; teaching the idea
of backing up — the guidance — makes little or no difference in their behavior
unless the kids see many times the consequences of backing up and not
backing up. And we are talking here about something far more simple than
almost all key learnings in school (yet coaches, like teachers, get impatient
and upset when kids don’t “see it” and do it properly). Guidance and
evaluation make little difference unless there is prior clarity about goals,
means, and feedback. Key performances are never mastered the first or
fortieth time, and we are therefore almost totally dependent upon feedback
and guidance, not initial teaching, if we are to succeed.

The following flowchart presents a highly simplified but useful way to
show how feedback and guidance ideally work and what to do when they
don’t work. The chart provides a roadmap for what instructional and

assessment design must more often do:

[insert Figure B]
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