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We are often keen to help students to
submit assignments in advance of their
final submissions, but we need to be able
to do this efficiently and effectively, since
few of us have the time to provide detailed
comments on drafts provided by lots of
our students. The ideas set out here are
designed to illustrate how we can help our
students to improve their work-in-progress
without making unfeasible amounts of work
for the hard-pressed markers.

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

Anxious students, particularly in the first six weeks of the first
semester of a programme can find it difficult to gauge the level of
what is required of them (Yorke & Longden, 2004), and we don’t
want to damage their self-confidence and motivation (Dweck,
2000) by letting them struggle on alone only to get disheartened
when their subsequent marks are bad. Their self-efficacy (and
hence retention and ultimate achievement) will be improved

by early practice and what Gibbs (1999) terms “a diet of early
successes”. Nevertheless, even towards the end of a degree
programme or on Postgraduate courses, students can struggle
with knowing how best to direct their efforts, and early formative
feedback can allay some of their fears, leading to better outcomes
all round.

WHAT CAN WE DO?

Some of these options are relatively quick and easy to enact,
while others are more time-consuming and require more
advanced planning, so those planning assessment support
strategies need to choose the ones that best fit the stage of
study, subject and levels of confidence of students involved. You
may want to use a range of them intensively in the early stages
of the programme, or use individual tactics later in the students’
academic careers to help refresh their confidence and confirm
that they are on the right lines. To provide formative feedback in
advance you could try:

+ Briefing students on assignment requirements in a face-to-
face session with plenty of time allowed for questions from
any students struggling to work out what they need to do;

+ Preparing a set of ‘Frequently Asked Questions’ to
accompany your Assignment Brief Document, using your
prior experience of what students often struggle to master, to
pre-empt some of the most common errors and anxieties;
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Showing students on screen in face-to-face sessions some
examples of work of the required standard immediately
after briefing them on the assignment, so that they can

see what you are looking for. By making these available in
an impermanent form, you can reduce the possibility that
students see these as ‘correct’ solutions to be emulated (or
copied);

Letting them see in class (or on the VLE) worked examples
of the kinds of problems they are being asked to tackle with
different variables from those in the actual assignment, so
they can see how solutions are derived;

Asking students to submit bibliographies to you prior to
starting the main task including, say, three journal articles,
one book chapter and four web sources they plan to use
in their assignments, with annotations explaining how they
found and selected these reference sources. This can give
you an early formative opportunity to give feedback to
students who are, for example, relying over-heavily on dated
sources, or are using Wikipedia unthinkingly as their first
port of call. This can also be an early preventative device to
forestall students planning to plagiarise the work of others,
since they are required to justify their selections;

Asking students to bring along their first drafts to a lecture,
and using say 10 minutes of class time to give them
opportunities to check they are working on the right lines
through giving the opportunity to ask any questions they like
on the assignment topic;

Providing opportunities similarly for students to briefly review
each other’s drafts in pairs in problem classes, workshops
or seminars, and where there are discontinuities between
students’ approaches, enabling them to check with the class
facilitator/lecturer who is closest to what is required in their
approaches;



+ Running quizzes in class time on the subject of the
assignment, using ‘clickers’ or other audience response

systems to help them build confidence that they know what

they are doing;

+ Asking students to submit short (for example, strictly word-
limited) extracts of work in progress to you electronically
for you to provide ‘quick and dirty’ comments individually
to confirm that they are doing well, or to advise on different
approaches as necessary;

+ Requiring students to submit to you extracts or full drafts,
with you then posting anonymised examples on the
programme VLE with your commentaries on what they are
doing really well, how work could be improved, and what
else they could try;

+ Offering drop-in ‘surgeries’ (say for two hours at a
well-publicised time) where students can pop in to talk
to you without prior arrangement about any issues they
are experiencing with their draft assignments. If you
manage these occasions as a public rather than a private
consultation, so that anything you say to anyone raising
queries is shared with any other students in the room at
the time, this can be very time efficient. It is very likely
that an issue raised by one student is shared by other
students struggling to get the hang of what they need to
do to do well;

+ Similarly, you can offer on-line webinars or open chat
sessions where students can raise issues and seek
formative comments from you in a shared space. Making
the times you are available time-constrained is likely to
be more time-efficient for you than just having an open
space for them to ask questions at any time, since
these tend to cluster in the immediate period before the
submission deadline.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Everything we do to help students produce
good work at final submission stage is good
for both students and those who assess
them, avoiding wasted or replicated effort and

helping students concentrate on what they
can do rather than what they can’t. Building in
formative feedback prior to submission needs
planning but can pay very high dividends in
the long run.
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