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GETTING STUDENTS TO
ENGAGE WITH FEEDBACK
KAY SAMBELL | SALLY BROWN | PHIL RACE

Assessors complain that they spend hours
devising and delivering good feedback via
comments on assessed work, in class, in
studio critiques, on the VLE, in one-to-ones
and in tutorials, only to find that students
either ignore the formative comments or
complain they never get any feedback. If
students ignore or trivialise our feedback,
it cannot help them however detailed and
supportive it is. Students’ failure to engage
with feedback not only is unhelpful to them
and frustrating to us, but also impacts
negatively on NSS scores.
WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
Feedback without action is unproductive, but Winstone, Nash,
Rowntree and Parker (2017a) found four broad psychological
processes stopped effective use by students of all the hard work
undertaken by assessors. They labelled these awareness (of what
the feedback means and its purposes); cognisance of strategies
by which the feedback could be implemented; agency, that is
lack of a sense of empowerment to implement strategies; and
volition that is a lack of proactivity and receptiveness to scrutinise
feedback and implement strategies to improve their work. In
a three-year study which focused on engaging students with
assessment feedback, Price, Handley and Millar (2011) argue that
a more holistic, socially-embedded conceptualisation of feedback
and engagement is needed to ensure that they use feedback to
develop their learning, rather than respond mechanistically to the
tutors’ ‘instruction’. Hence, we need to explore tactics which aim
to develop the role of students as active users of feedback, so our
feedback helps them learn throughout the process.

WHAT CAN WE DO?
In a systematic review of interventions designed to enhance
students’ capacity to use feedback, Winstone, Nash, Parker and
Rowntree (2017b) found four key processes were important to
target: self-appraisal, assessment literacy, goal-setting and selfregulation, and motivation. Hence we might:
1. Emphasise early on the importance of formative
feedback to their development. We should stress to
students in induction and throughout programmes that
the feedback we provide is not like some of the negative
criticisms and ‘corrections’ they have encountered previously,
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but is instead designed to help them to achieve their best
and learn to regulate their own work.
2. Consider how best to provide them with feedback.
Many students only really recognise written comments on
assignments as feedback, without realising that feedback
designs including in-class commentary, critiques in practical
sessions, advice in informal and formal meetings, cohort
reports and comments on common errors on current
assignments delivered during lectures are all forms of
feedback. Without going over the top, we may wish to flag to
them when these other feedback methods are being engaged.
3. Provide them with training on why and how feedback is
provided to raise their cognisance of what they can do.
For example, in threes and fours we could give them several
examples of real feedback given to former students on an
assignment and ask them to rank order the students’ work,
indicating from the comments which they thought were best.
This can help them develop their assessment literacy, that
is, a better understanding of how assessment systems and
processes work.
4. Get students to practice drafting and delivering
feedback. Engaging students in informal peer review or
more formal peer assessment (with training and rehearsal)
can help them recognise what a complex and nuanced
task it is, and how important it can be in identifying routes
to enhanced achievement. It can also help them get better
at gauging the quality of the work they produce while
they are actually producing it, (Sadler, 2010) by giving
them experiences of framing, phrasing and delivering
commentaries that aren’t just judgmental (‘that’s rubbish!’)
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but are instead designed to bring about improvements in
future work (some term this ‘feedforward’). This may lead
them to recognise the skill necessary to provide good
feedback and result in them taking ours more seriously, as
well as productively engaging them with assessment criteria.
Get students to focus on comments rather than
marks. Particularly early in a programme, instead of
providing commentary and marks together, provide a
commentary or return work to them with words only and
ask them to deduce their marks from what you say/write in
relation to each criterion. Only when they’ve had a stab at
estimating their grades should they then access the mark
you’ve awarded. You could arrange to do this in a twostage process, perhaps meeting them in between or asking
them to write a brief reflection.
Help students to believe they have the agency to
improve their work: by giving specific and practical
advice on how to improve, we can move them away from
a mindset that tells them they can’t improve due to lack of
innate talent.
Encourage students to think of feedback as a trigger
to them taking action. If they become active in the use of
the feedback we give them, rather than passive recipients
of our comments, they are more likely to do better work
in the future. Help them recognise their responsibility in
the feedback process by explicitly helping them set overall
targets and plans for future work, and by setting students
initial tasks which enable them to apply what they’ve
learned to a connected follow-up task.
Pay more attention to ascertaining whether and how
feedback has been understood and acted upon e.g. by
offering opportunities for students to discuss their feedback
with markers, (so you can check they have grasped the
main messages and have suitable implementation

strategies), or asking students to explain how they
responded to feedback in a two-stage assignment or
follow-up task.
9. Encourage students to monitor and review their
responses to feedback as they move through the
programme. We can build occasional touch points into
programmes which focus on encouraging students to
document and evaluate their overall performance and
feedback over time. Dedicated opportunities to discuss
feedback might focus on supporting students to compile
action plans and feedback portfolios, thereby developing
their goal-setting skills and enhancing self-regulation.
10. Give them some examples of helpful feedback as a
prompt to discussion. If students in-class scrutinise what
good feedback looks like and is aiming to achieve, and the
ways in which it is prompting them to follow-up activity,
it may help them be more mindful of the feedback they
receive and to take it more seriously.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS
It’s important not to assume that students
necessarily share our conceptions of the importance and value of formative feedback as a
means of helping them transform their practice.
If they do nothing as a result of our feedback,
we may need to question our approaches and
delivery, while recognising that a few will take
no resultant action whatever we do!
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