Feedback: How Learning Occurs

 
by Grant P. Wiggins

I now know that I have two things in common with Michael Jordan. First, like Michael, I was cut as a sophomore trying out for the varsity team (soccer, in my case).  Second, as you might guess from my voice, is that I’m getting over the flu. When I consider the effort it took to get on an airplane to be with you today, I’m staggered at Jordon’s performance in the NBA finals, playing with the flu and leading his team to victory.

His performance is actually a good lead-in to our topic: feedback  a word we use a lot, a word front and center to why we’re all at this conference. But feedback is a word that I’ve learned over the years really needs some analysis, some careful thought. Unthinkingly:

people often misuse the word. So I want to talk very basically about what feedback is and isn’t.

To get back to Michael Jordan and athletics: One obvious thing in watching good athletes, and even in listening to them in interviews, is that they often make clear just how vital ongo​ing feedback is to their mastery: I was particu​larly struck by ‘Tiger Woods’s recent remarks when he won the Masters’. When asked how he turned around his early poor performance, he described how, on the back nine, when he was not playing well, he said to himself that he had to adjust his performance. But to know you need to adjust, you need ongoing feedback.   Tiger knew he needed to adjust on the basis of the feedback that he was receiving —not from any person, psychometrician, or indirect proxy test but from the real thing, the unintended effects of his putts and his drives.

     So I want us to think today about a point that is utterly commonsensical in the wider performance world, but still hard to grasp, oddly enough, in schools (where one would think that exemplary learning takes place):  You don’t get good at anything without feed​back — not feedback in the sense that an expert translates things for you, but feedback in the sense of watching the ball, where it goes and where it doesn’t go, and realizing what the result means for your next actions. To show that feedback enters into all learning and self-adjustment, consider some simple exam​ples: We use feedback as we drive by looking at road signs to making sure we’re heading in the right direction; or we use feedback from a videotape that tells us what we did and did not do on our swing — or in your classroom.

Lest the references to driving or sports strike you as a tad unintellectual in a forum such as this, let me refer to Plato and to the Socrates whom we find in Plato’s dialogues. The very idea of a dialogue immediately alerts us that feedback and reaction will be central. Indeed, what makes the dialogues not only so interesting and charming but also so powerful is that Socrates invariably takes his cue from the words and ideas of his co-participants. He doesn’t have a canned speech to offer. Indeed, if you compare two dialogues — say, for instance, the “Meno” and the “Theaetetus” —they begin very similarly but progress differ​ently as a result of the reactions of the two namesakes. Each is puzzled by Socrates’s request for a single conception (virtue and knowledge, respectively) after each has listed examples. “I want to know what the examples have in common,” says Socrates. “Try again.” And then the dialogues diverge in tone and depth because Meno fails to grasp the nature of the request and Theaetetus immediately sees the error in his first response. One might say that the rest of each dialogue takes shape around the feedback that Socrates receives to all of his questions and to all of his answers.

     So let me say it again, commonsensically: If you want to accomplish a purpose, you need feedback So, today let us suspend fancy talk of validity and reliability I simply want to talk about that part of assessment that concerns judging whether the performer is accomplish​ing goals and about the role of feedback in both learning and assessing.

     But common sense ends at traditional] test​ing. Our initial axiom that all accomplish- ments require feedback, when applied to student performance during and after assess​ment, begins to look quite radical. Ironically and sadly enough, though the rest of the world seems to understand the importance of feed​back in how it conducts its affairs, we in the academy still cling to the view that learning is a straightforward, linear affair: We teach, stu​dents learn, and tests reveal what and whether they learned. Further, it seems as if teaching itself does not need feedback. Many syllabi are impervious to feedback (namely, diverse stu​dent responses, interests, or trouble), so much so that some professors reuse syllabi year after year: If it’s the first week in November, it must be supply and demand or Paradise Lost. When there is formal feedback from students, it is requested and given at the end of the course — when it can do little good (especial​ly in terms of giving the students a sense that the professor is listening).

Consider the wider world by contrast. This is the era of consumerism, and we are better for it. On my flight here, when it was time to land and I had to put my computer away; I picked up the airline’s magazine from the pocket in front of me. The little insert that I have here in my hand says: “At Continental, we’re listening. We care about what you think, so give us a call any hour, any day. At Conti​nental, we won’t just lend you an ear. We’]l pay for the call. We want to know what you think about flying with us. What are things you like? Is there anything you’d like us to change? Whatever your thoughts, we want to hear them. So give us a call, fax us, or simply fill out the response card and send it in.”

I’m one of those silly people who actually replies. I have called an airline or hotel or car rental, sometimes just to tell them that things are okay (They like that because they’re not used to those kinds of phone calls.) But, invariably, I’m treated with respect, even when  companies. The article said, in closing, I have a bitter complaint.  I’m treated with reasonable sympathy, if not empathy All well and good, all common and familiar to those of you who travel and fly in airplanes or stay in hotels. And yet, and yet... when was the last time your college or university really made a vigor​ous push to find out not only what student clients thought and believed and felt but what institutional clients believe and feel about your former students — not as a side effort by your alumni office but as a major initiative by deans and provosts?

I am reminded of an unusual such event that happened in the Louisville, Kentucky school system when the Gheens Academy was responsible for professional development and reform a decade ago. Influenced by the total quality management (TQM) movement and a desire to really prove to the citizens of Louisville that the schools were more respon​sive, school officials did something extraordinary Jefferson County Schools is about the thirtieth-largest school district in America, with more than a hundred thousand students. Between September 1st and October 1st in that year, the school system called every single family in the district, every single one. And they began the phone call by asking, “How are we doing?” Well, this was unheard of— think about when and why parents get calls from school about their kids. It generated an Out-pouring not only of good information but of goodwill that was hard to beat.

Feedback is neither a luxury nor ancillary to performance. A recent article in the New York​er talked about the history of the development of HDTV high-definition television. It was developed by a curious process, not the usual sort of mythic way in which people with good ideas and a think tank have light bulbs flash​ing, get a great idea, and run with it as entre​preneurs. No, on the contrary; said the author of the article. The ultimate product was devel​oped by feedback, based on many conversa​tions between the government and the televi​sion companies.  The article said, in closing that this is now the way of the world. Recent studies have shown that most modern, computer-related innovations, 70 to 80 per​cent of the refinements and the major fea​tures, are proposed by customers through feedback Indeed, the downside of this, and all of you who live and die with software know it, is that it’s become common practice to release beta software for sale to get feedback from people about where the bugs are in order to make the software better.

Some might even say that the result polling and focus groups, the coin of the realm of modern politicians, is the realization in the late twentieth century that we don’t really understand all of what we need to do until we hear what many different people think. Now; some people have blamed Clinton and Gingrich and other politicians for having no spine, no will, no vision, no leadership. I say, by contrast, “Hallelujah!”: This all sounds like democracy to me. Find out what people think. (Which is not to condone pandering in place of wise judgment; let’s err on the side of responsiveness for a change.)

Why is it, however, that we don’t gather feedback regularly in schools and colleges and use it to improve service, to improve teaching? That’s a puzzle to me. Let’s think about it a little further. I’d like to make four simple points about this puzzle:

(1) You can’t learn without feedback

The next three follow from this first point, which I’ve already made, but they apparently are not self-evident to many educators.

(2)
It’s not teaching that causes learning. It’s the attempts by the learner to perform that cause learning, dependent upon the quali​ty of the feedback and opportunities to use it

(3)
A single test of anything is, therefore, an incomplete assessment. We need to know whether the student can use the feedback from the results.

(4)
We’re wasting our time inventing increas​ingly arcane psychometric solutions to the problem of accountability. Accountability is a function of feedback that’s useful to the learner, not to a handful of people who design the measures. The more arcane the measure, the less likely it is that it will cause any useful progress, despite its validity and reliability Or to say it the other way around, the more self-evident the feedback to the performer, the more likely the gains.

Let’s think about these points a little bit fur​ther by clarifying what I mean by feedback. If I did a poll about your definition off feedback, you would probably say something like, “Feedback involves telling someone what you did and did not like or what you did or did not judge to be right in what they did — some praise and some blame.” If you ask people about their bad feedback experiences, they usually say things like, “Oh, I really got hammered by the person.” The implication is that, in this pro​fession, we still think that feedback is what you get from people who do or do not like something you did. That, of course, is a mis​taken view. Feedback is not about praise or blame, approval or disapproval. That’s what evaluation is — placing value. Feedback is value-neutral. It describes what you did and did not do.

When I was traveling through Boston the other day, I read in the Boston Globe about my beloved but depressing Red Sox. The article contained an explanation from the pitching coach about why the Red Sox’s chief relief pitcher, Mr. Slocum, had been recently ban​ished to the bullpen. It seems the pitching coach saw in looking at videotape, “that Heathcliff did not find his location spot 22 out of 29 times. And when that happens, you know that he’s not striding properly. And when that happens, you look at his delivery in such a way that he planted his foot four, five, six inches to the left of where he normal​ly plants it, throwing the ball consistently out​side.” Notice that there is not one negative or positive value judgment in that account by the coach, merely a description of what the videotape revealed. That’s what feedback is. No praise. No blame. It just describes what you did and did not do in terms of your goal.

The best scoring rubrics for student perfor​mance do the same thing. In fact, when we work with people on the design of rubrics, we always say, “The rubrics will be powerful and useful to the extent that you rid them of value and comparative language, such as excellent, good, fair, poor, better than, worse than, clearer than, and less dear than. Substitute for all that phrase​ology discrete descriptors of what is actually true of a certain level.” So, indeed, we do understand the importance of description in terms of rubric design.

I have a nice example from my son when he was four. Writing his name, he said, “Look!” When I saw what he was doing, I put on my Piaget hat. (Don’t be alarmed; they’re on to me now. You don’t have to call the child-abuse people.) I said, “Gee, Justin, that’s really inter​esting. What does it say?” He replied, “It’s my name.” I said, “Show me.” He did: J-u-s-t-i-n, Justin. But his N really was ambiguous: It could have been an H. So I asked, “What’s that last letter?” He said, “N.” After writing a block N and a block H, I asked him to identify each, and he did. Then I asked, pointing to the let​ter that he’d written, “What’s that?” Now here’s the most important part of this whole speech — forget everything else, but remem​ber this — with a long pause and the congen​ital Wiggins furrowed brow; my son’s precious words were “Not what I wanted!”

Notice that he didn’t say; “I’m sorry you didn’t like it” or “Not what you wanted.” He said, “Not what I wanted!” And that’s the way real feedback works. I have an intent, I cause an effect, I discover to my dismay it was not the effect I intended, and I work very hard to honor it differently.  I own this problem.  When it’s real feedback, I own it. I’m not angry at the person who gave it. People are hungry for real feedback that helps. When someone takes the time to carefully look at and describe what they have done, from their vantagepoint, that’s a good feedback system.

Let’s bump it up from children to college. Some of you know about two significant find​ings in the work of Dick Light and the Har​vard Assessment Seminar. The chief finding from the Harvard Assessment Seminar about the most effective courses at Harvard, as judged by students and alumnus, was the impor​tance of quick and detailed feedback Students overwhelmingly reported that the single most important ingredient for making a course effective is getting rapid response. Students suggested it should be possible in many courses to get immediate feedback A second major finding is that an overwhelming majority of students were convinced that their best learn​ing takes place when they have a chance to submit an early version, get detailed feedback and criticism, and then hand in a final revised version. Many students observed that their most memorable learning came from courses where such opportunities were routine policy.

When I was in the education department at Brown, working with Ted Sizer, I taught one course per semester. In one of the courses that I taught, I did something that I had always done as a high school teacher, which was to make the first paper assignment and the last paper assignment of the course the same assignment. I had Brown juniors, seniors, and MATs tell me that this assignment was one of the most significant events in their years at Brown, in terms of helping them understand what they had and had not known initially, how much they had and had not made progress on the ideas of the course.

What my anecdotes, the Harvard example, and my experience suggest is, in fact, radical in the cornmonsensical. It’s the idea that assess​ment is not an episode in which a test is taken, it’s over, and results are given. An assessment must include the student’s ability to use the feedback, because that’s what eventual autonomous performance requires.

We’ve heard a lot during the past ten or fif​teen years in both the higher education and K-12 settings about the importance of student self-assessment. Despite the importance of the idea, it is a misleading phrase. Self-assessment is not the goal. Self-adjustment is the goal. That’s what makes Tiger Woods and Michael Jordan great. That’s what makes Socrates so impressive. That’s what our best students and teachers do. They self-adjust, with minimal effort and optimal effect.

All well and good. But suppose students have never been taught the importance of self-adjustment. Indeed, how are they ever going to be taught it in a scope- and sequence-coverage  curriculum  with  a one-shot test? Regrettably we still live in an assessment framework inherited from the Middle Ages, one predicated on a defunct the​ory of learning. That theory of learning says:

“Take it all in, contemplate it, play with it a lit​tle bit, give it back, and we’ll then certify that you understand. And if you don’t understand, well, you can’t enter the guild, the medieval tradition of the university”

The modem view, however, says: “No, that’s not how it works. It’s more like software. It’s like basketball. It’s like learning to print your name. You don’t really understand it unless you can adjust. Unless you can cope with feedback Unless you can innovate with what you learn.”

Two examples from professional academic practices are illustrative. A simple example happens at this kind of forum. How many times has it happened to you? You hear some​body give a really interesting talk, and then when the question-and-answer period comes, the person embarrasses him- or herself. You conclude that the speaker does not really understand the subject. Or consider the pinnacle performance in formal education. Why do we have the dissertation and also its defense? We have the defense because the dis​sertation is insufficient. Four hundred pages and eight hundred footnotes are necessary but not sufficient evidence of understanding. As suggested above, understanding is often only revealed through dialogue in the broadest sense: dialogue with people or dialogue with experience and phenomena. Assessment must reflect this fact.

Some very innovative practices in places abroad do this now. One of my favorites is in Great Britain, in science K-12. A number of performance tasks designed for the national assessment ask the student to design simple scientific experiments. For instance, one of them involves watching and playing with a wind-up toy. The question then asked is, ‘What’s the relationship of wind-ups to linear distance?” — appropriate because the toy goes all over and is not very predictable. The stu​dent has to design a little experiment to answer the question. After an hour or so, the student writes up his or her results. Then the assessor asks, “Great, now that you know what you know, how would you redesign the exper​iment, in light of the results, in light of the question, and in light of the scientific method?” Evaluators found an interesting thing. They found that almost half of the stu​dents who had perfectly reasonable answers nonetheless could not justify their methods or propose deficiencies in their method.

We are only slowly learning to grapple with the phenomenon of student misconception, that wonderful but disturbing research that began in physics twenty years ago at Johns Hopkins (and is now noted everywhere, in part thanks to Howard Gardner’s wonderful book The Unschooled Mind, in which he sum​marizes all this research). In the absence of interactive assessment, in the absence of assessment that doesn’t require students to use feedback and respond to it, student mis-understandings can be hidden behind their correct answers. In the British practice, the British experimenters actually gave as many points to the answer to the question as to the original experimental design. and here’s the sad footnote. The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) borrowed the British task and six others and used them in its hands-on science assessment seven or eight years ago. But it took out the latter part of the test. It didn’t score students on their response to questions. It only asked the students to design the experiment.

Let me give you a different example. The Province of Quebec has begun to practice what I’m preaching as a system. The sixth tenth-grade writing assessment for stu​dents is multiday; and the students bring pre​viously written and evaluated work to the exam. They have to revise previously written and graded papers. They seek feedback during the exam. That’s called “cheating” in most places. And that shows you how far we are from understanding this commonsensical message. What is considered intelligent, adap​tive, and responsive behavior by performers in every other venue is considered cheating in schools and colleges.

Someone who had this down to a science was an eleventh-grade English teacher in rural Ohio. He said to his students:

I want you to do peer editing, and I want you to do two things, and two things only. I’m going to teach you how to do it because too much peer editing is the blind leading the blind, pooled ignorance. Here’s what you’re going to do: (1) Attach to your draft a statement of purpose. What was I trying to do in this paper?’ The peer edi​tors will respond in terms of that pur​pose.  Not, just ‘Ah, I  liked this, I didn’t like that,’ arid the other kind of ran​dom things that sometimes are help​ful and sometimes not in peer review But, ‘Okay, you were trying to do this, but here’s how it seemed to me.’ (2) Mark the place on the paper where you lost interest and explain why.

I’ve told this English teacher story a lot of times during the past few years, and the amaz​ing part is the number of teachers and profes​sors who are disturbed by this idea. They actu​ally find it difficult to imagine that they might confront students with the fact that their writ​ing is uninteresting or boring in places. And yet, what’s the most common thing you hear about student papers anywhere in the world? That they’re boring.

This teacher finishes off the “lesson” in just the right way Ultimately, feedback is for empowering the performer.  He doesn’t set up the peer reviewers as God. On the contrary, when students submit the final draft, they must tell him which feedback they took and why which feedback they didn’t take and why and then attach a final self-assessment to their final paper That’s a teacher who understands today’s message. That’s a teacher who gets extraordinary results from not particularly gifted students. That’s a teacher who under-stands not only that we should not shy away from feedback but also that it is essential to how ‘we get good at things.

Dick Light, in the Harvard Assessment Seminar report, went on to describe the paral​lelism for professors of what he had asked students-dents: “Faculty members at Harvard were asked what single change most improved their teaching. Two ideas swamped all others. One is enhancing student awareness of the big pic​ture, the big point of it all. The second is the importance of helpful and regular feedback from students, SO a professor can make mid​course corrections.”

Probably everybody in this room works at an institution where some form of final course evaluation is normal or even, perhaps, policy. But final course evaluation makes the same mistake as final testing. It’s at the end, when it’s too late — too late in a very important sense. You might say well, it’s not too late. The professor is going to teach the course again. No, it’s too late for the students. The students don’t have the satisfaction and the moral respect of seeing their feedback make a difference. Or worse, they see that it doesn’t.

I had a colleague, when I taught, who asked the same two questions every Friday He handed out index cards on which students answered the questions ‘What worked for you this week?” and ‘What didn’t? Notice the language. Not. ‘What did you like?” Rather: “What worked? He always was surprised. And he’s a good teacher. What worked for Joe did not work for Jill. I get feedback to almost everything that I do now in writing, either on scan sheets or In written comments, and I’m always stunned at the enormous disparity among some of the comments. Some people think I’m the greatest thing since sliced bread. Other people think I should be run out of town on a rail. Some people think I’m sensi​tive to the problems, the issues, and the audience. Other people think I’m arrogant and aloof What the hell do I make of it? But that’s the challenge! That’s teaching. That’s perfor​mance. That’s customer relations. That’s assessment.

Interestingly, a high school student who used to work for me went off to Harvard this year as a freshman. I asked him to collect for me examples of Harvard exams (Harvard is unusual in that it places all freshman exams on reserve in the Freshman Library In fact, exams have changed enormously over the years. Exams from 1901 are all ‘Trivial Pursuit.”  If you think we haven’t made gains, go look at some of those early exams.) Our friend found two exams that he said he knew I’d be inter​ested in, and I was. The professors gave the students 20 or 15 percent credit for a full appraisal of the course’s strengths and weak​nesses in terms of the criteria that the professors laid out, and for student recommendations on how to improve the things that they thought were deficient. Yes, it’s done at the end. But giving it exam credit sends a message.

As I suggested a few minutes ago in the British story; and as many of the other examples from the wider world indicate, the next great leap in assessment is to understand that a solitary test, in which there Is no interaction between the person taking the test and the assessor, will turn Out to be as foolish, dimwitted, and premodern as some of the practices involving rods and canes were a hundred years ago.  If we want to know if students un​derstand something, we have to see if they can deal with feedback and with counter-arguments to their arguments and their own ideas, just as we do in the dissertation’s defense.

But as the stories also illustrate, it’s not nec​essarily a function or human one-on-one. Feedback built into assessment is about com​pelling the student to have her or his ideas Intersect with reality; to see if the balsa bridge will hold the weight predicted by the physics the student proposes using — to see if the student-dent can convince the client that this solution to the problem of environmental pollution is, in fact, feasible scientifically economically, and politically Indeed, one of the most exciting things to me about the so-called problem-based learning in the professional schools — In medical school, business, engineering, and the like — that’s now finding its way into the collegiate and precollegiate world is that problem-based learning, by its very nature, builds feedback and the need to use it into the work Even if we are only able to sim​ulate it, we can nonetheless alert students that they have to show that they can deal with feedback They have to show that they can deal with the unexpected to be said to truly understand and be skilled.

Indeed, if we take this lesson to heart, we will come to a very disturbing truth that fol​lows from the commonsensical premise that we began with. None of us who has been a teacher is anywhere near as good as we can be, if we are not routinely getting feedback from students. It’s as if Michael Jordan had to wait until some psychometrictan gave him the score from the game a week later It’s as if the player can’t seethe ball go in. It’s as if the per​son speaking to his audience can’t tell if he’s boring them and putting them to sleep. if all we get back is a psychometrically derived, indirect score, fall we get back is what we put into our students, we car, be sure that they’re not getting all of what they could get and give. We can be sure that there’s so much to under-stand about what they don’t understand.

In this regard, one of the most striking things about the Harvard Assessment Seminar reports is that professors relate that the single most useful addition to their teaching repertoire, arid the way to hone the two points earlier identified as most helpful in improving teaching, is the so-called “One-Minute Essay” (where old friend of AAHE Pat Cross is cited as the originator). At the end of each lecture, professors ask ‘What were the most important points today? and “with what questions do you leave?” What a shock it was to some professors to discover that what was so clear; elegant, thorough, concise, and self-evident made absolutely no sense to all those eager-beaver Harvard undergrads. That is the point of feedback

So I leave you then with a plea. Instead of resisting regular feedback, embrace it. In terms of your own assessing, stop confusing feedback with praise and blame and give far more genuine feedback or contrive situations that force the student to seek and respond to situational feedback. Praise is necessary. (Blame  is sometimes also necessary.) But praise only keeps you in the game. It doesn’t get you better. Feedback gets you better. And the student is entitled to more of it than the student normally gets.

In closing, as a cautionary reminder, I note the story I told six or seven years ago in this forum, for those of you who were here. Mike comes up to his tenth-grade teacher at the end of the year and says, “I really like your teaching, but you kept writing this word all over my papers, and I don’t know what it is. “What was the word?” she asks. “Vagoo” is the reply.  As a former English teacher who wrote the word vague many times, on many papers, I didn’t find the incident as funny as the audience.   It was, in fact, painful. And that, of course, is the point. What seems like self-evident feedback from our point of view isn’t necessarily so to the learner. And therein lies the pathos of teaching.

Now some would say that when students become undergraduates or graduate students, it’s their problem. Let them figure out what’s wrong with their work, Such responses show me tat we’re not there yet; we’re not yet understanding how learning arid assessment work. They show me that Continental Airlines still has much to teach us on this subject. We need the feedback of (even) the novice to achieve expertise.

So I leave you, ten, with this idea. Feedback is not praise or blame. It’s what you did and did not do, whether you realized it or intended it. Assessment should make its chief business the confronting of performers with the effect of their work, including performers called teachers. And then performers must do something about the effect, either to explain it, to just it, or to correct it.

I await your feedback. Thank you.

