To what extent does providing regular written feedback impact on pupils’ progress in Religious Education? 

Introduction
Paul Ramsden (2003, p.75) states that “the usefulness of feedback cannot be ignored.” Ramsden is here by emphasising just how beneficial feedback can be within the learning process, further explaining that a lack of it often determines failure (Ramsden, 2003). Similarly, there is countless other literature, that supports Ramsden’s view, commenting on the importance of feedback and just how central it is within the classroom (Weaver, 2006; Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015; Black, Harrison and Lee, 2007; Norlin, 2014; Hattie and Timperley, 2004 and Black and William, 1998). Nevertheless, within the wide range of literature on this topic, some of which will be reviewed below, there is substantial critical comments that feedback is not always effective and that it depends solely on what, when and how the comments are provided (Weaver, 2006; Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015; Black, Harrison and Lee, 2007; Norlin, 2014; Hattie and Timperley, 2004 and Black and William, 1998). This inconsistency of opinion within literature compelled further research into just how much of an impact written feedback can have on learners’ progression, if any, and how teachers can ensure that their time spent providing it is more impactful. 

It should be noted that this project specifies solely on written feedback, referring explicitly to feedback which can be defined as teacher comments provided on work, as a result of marking (Burke and Pieterick, 2010). Research has evidenced this important link between marking and feedback, stating that the very purpose of marking, is to provide written feedback to all learners (Butt, 2010; Elliot, Baird, Hopfenbeck, Ingram, Thompson, Usher, Zantout, Richardson and Coleman, 2016). Marking is still seen as the heart of the education process and the primary aim for developing pupils’ progression, suggesting its importance (Department for Education, 2016a). As such, during this study, the term marking and written feedback will be used interchangeably as one cannot provide written feedback without marking, the two come hand-in-hand (Tanner and Jones, 2003). Nevertheless, there is far more to providing feedback than just assessing and marking books, there are many other forms of feedback (Burke and Pieterick, 2010). The effectiveness of these other forms, such as verbal, self and peer feedback, have too been commonly explored within literature, but cannot be discussed due to the restricted word count (Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015; Tanner and Jones, 2003). As a result of the wide variety in which feedback can be offered and used, there are issues defining it (Tanner and Jones, 2003). This research project favours the definition of Caroline Elbra-Ramsay (2011) who notes that feedback’s core purpose is revealed in its definition. Elbra-Ramsay (2011) states feedback in general and written comments specifically, is a method of closing the gap between a learner’s current and potential learning. Impacting positively on learners’ progression, moving them on in their learning, is seen to be the very purpose of written comments and even feedback in general (Elbra-Ramsay, 2011).

This project aims to discuss the extent to which written feedback perceives its purpose of moving learners on in their learning (Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015). The main issues in literature that support written feedback not achieving this purpose is the reluctance and resistance to marking, the concern of teacher workload and the extent to which learners actually value feedback. These issues will be discussed and evaluated in the form of two research questions (what are the advantages and disadvantages associated with frequent and infrequent marking of books? And to what extent do pupils value feedback?), which will feed information to the final and main research question (what impact does written feedback have on students’ progression in Religious Education (RE)?) These questions will inform action research, which can be defined as research which is carried out when a need for change or development has been identified (Bell, 2005). Action research usually involves an intervention, which is implemented and evaluated professionally (Bell, 2005). This research’s intervention refers to the frequent marking of books every three lessons, with written feedback being given and then followed up by improvement time and reflection tasks in class, allowing me to explore the impact this had on students in my own Religious Education (R.E) classes. 

School Context
Zina O’Leary (2017) notes that the societal position and background of participants can have great effect on the research process, which is why it is important to provide the context and background of the school, before discussing ethical considerations and methodology. School X is a mixed gender 11-19 comprehensive school and is one of the lowest funded secondary schools in Wales (Estyn, 2012). In 2017, there were 832 pupils on roll and the school was highlighted as being in the green support category (My Local School, 2017). Pupils come from the full range of social-economic backgrounds, with many coming from surrounding disadvantaged valleys, but the vast majority coming from close advantaged and affluent rural environments (Estyn, 2012). This affluence is reflected by the report of only 6.9% as being entitled to free school meals in 2017 (My Local School, 2017), a figure which is considerably lower than the Welsh average of 17.4% (Estyn, 2012). This variety of social backgrounds and affluence, makes School X an ideal environment to research student attitudes to written feedback, as students’ backgrounds, previous school life and upbringing is seen to affect their opinion on feedback (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). Therefore, it can be expected that the findings of the second research question will vary, with differing opinions on the value of feedback, depending on participants’ social morals and attitudes (Hattie and Timperley, 2007).

Ethical Considerations
All ethical choices made during this research process, explained in further detail in the corresponding ethics form, were made in accordance to the Data Protection Act (1998), university and British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2011) guidelines. By following these guidelines, risks to School X, the university, participants, and myself as the principal researcher, were minimised as research was conducted ethically (Denscombe, 1998). BERA (2011) guidelines compelled the anonymization both of the placement school as School X and participants as a number to ensure their data will be treated with full confidentiality. The randomised labelling of participants as participant 1, for example, is crucial to ensure all raw data is anonymised and only I know who participant 1 is. This random coding and other parts of raw data, such as scanned copies of completed evaluations, sample work and my reflections, will be stored digitally within an encrypted file on a password protected laptop. Digital storage was decided upon despite being seen as unreliable, because files can be seen as more reliable when encrypted, than in paper form, as papers can easily be left around, damaged and lost (Corti, Eynden, Bishop and Woollard, 2014). As such, all paper evaluations were shredded immediately after they had been scanned and the digital files being saved within the encrypted file (Corti, Eynden, Bishop and Woollard, 2014).

Ethics required careful thought, before even discussing research with School X and the elected participants, because as the principal researcher, I had an ethical duty to ensure the research protected the rights of participants and was not harmful in any way (Bell, 2005: O’Leary, 2017). This is even more important within action research because it almost always affects others, resulting in the researcher having a responsibility to correctly inform all partakers (Denscombe, 1998). Both BERA (2011) and Judith Bell (2005) specifies the importance of gaining voluntary informed consent, before commencing with research, which encouraged the inclusion of an information sheet and written consent form for each research contributor (see appendix 1). This ensured all participants clearly understood their rights and role in the research, having full information about the study, was aware participation was voluntary and that they have the right to withdraw at any time (Bell, 2005; BERA, 2011). Luckily, no participants withdrew from the study, despite being told they could, which meant that the pre-empted reserve plan of starting the process again did not have to happen. 

Paul Oliver (2010) makes clear that all possible risks should be pre-empted. Fortunately, the risk that not all pupils would consent was anticipated and a reserve plan was planned. The Year 8 mixed ability class chosen, labelled for this research’s purpose as Y81, was smaller than expected because only 17 out of the 27 gave written consent by completing the forms. Additionally, to minimise my project being too small-scale, I followed the standby approach of extending my sample size by including another Year 8 mixed ability class, labelled as Y82, in which 25 out of 29 pupils agreed to participate. I chose these two classes as a focus, despite implementing my intervention with all classes, because I have had more teaching-time with these, allowing for a better indication of any impact had. Also, it would have been difficult to measure impact with a larger sample due to this project being conducted within a limited time frame. Lastly, to extend the sample size further, I included 15 adult participants in the study, less than I would have liked, but teachers are busy people (Clover and Brown, 2006) and found it difficult to find time to complete my evaluation slip. 

Oliver (2010) states that effective ethical considerations do everything reasonable to avoid a negative outcome such as emotional distress. As such, I minimised emotional distress to those that did not consent within both Y81 and Y82, by ensuring non-participants were not missing out or at a disadvantage (Oliver, 2010). I explained the intervention would still take place as part of my usual pedagogy and their development, the only difference being that their work or opinions would not be used. Furthermore, the risk that the written feedback provided may cause emotional upset, had to be anticipated in the ethics form. Fortunately, this did not occur, but if I did, I would have implemented extra-tuition time for me to clarify the feedback and aid the learner in the improvement process. It is recommended that classrooms need to be supportive learning environments for feedback to be most effective (Black, Harrison and Lee, 2007). Perhaps, participants did not feel distressed because I strived from the onset to create a climate by modelling that everyone has areas to improve, even myself, and that mistakes allow for feedback and learning opportunities (Black, Harrison and Lee, 2007).

Methodology 
Methodology is more than just the research methods used, it is the justification why they were chosen to collect data (Bell, 2005). This research encompassed a range of methods, including participant evaluations, pre-and-post testing and a reflection diary. This combination and use of multiple methods enabled a triangulation of data, referring to the use of two or more methods to ensure validity and reliability of research (McNeill and Chapman, 2005; Choen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). Triangulation’s main advantage is that it is a powerful way of minimising limited views, allowing for easier verification of the data collected (McNeill and Chapman, 2005; Choen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). Similarly, John Brewer and Albert Hunter (2006) note how triangulation can strengthen measurement considerably as more data is collected to support claims within findings. However, one limitation of triangulation is that researchers usually give priority to one method over the others, when it is recommended they should be given equal status (Bryman, 1988). This research has tried to give all methods equal status, but has noticed how this can be difficult, because one method usually collects more data than the others and cannot help being discussed more (Bryman, 1988). 

Ranjit Kumar (2011) recommends that the most effective research is a combination of both qualitative and quantitative study. Qualitative research can be defined as investigative research, used mainly to understand opinions (Silverman, 2016). Contrastingly, quantitative study focuses on measuring the quantity of something and is much more numerical (O’Dwyer and Bernauer, 2013). Therefore, the research methodology of this paper is more qualitative, as it is very much based on opinions and personal reflections (Kumar, 2011). Yet, the first research method, being evaluation slips encompass both qualitative and quantitative elements. The open-ended questions are qualitative because they ask for responses, which are useful for opening up new research ideas not initially considered (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). Additionally, the closed-ended questions in the evaluations can be represented quantitatively, by referring to the number of participants that said yes for example, showing how the evaluation slips have elements of both types of research (Kumar, 2011). 

The first research method of evaluations is repeated to collect data in this research, for both the first and second research questions. Firstly, staff evaluations (see appendix 2) were handed out, along with consent forms, in the staff room at break time to full-time teachers at School X. Melanie Weaver (2006) explains that many teachers offer a cynical view on feedback, concluding that it has no impact on progression. As such, these teachers suggest marking is meaningless, because students pay little attention to feedback and do not act on it or use it to develop (Weaver, 2006). Weaver’s claims compelled the decision for staff evaluation to be one of my primary research methods, as I wanted to explore staffs’ attitudes to marking and feedback at School X, comparing them with Weaver’s claims of cynicism (Weaver, 2006). This allows me to evaluate the perceptions in the findings section of the first research question, discussing whether staff attitudes can have an effect on whether frequent written feedback is impactful or not. Secondly, pupil evaluations (see appendix 3) were handed out as a plenary activity at the end of an improvement lesson. Pupil perceptions link to the main research question as it is argued written feedback only has an impact on learners if they value the comments, an idea which will be further discussed below. Weaver (2006) further compelled the use of pupil evaluation as he points out that there is limited research focussing on student perceptions to feedback and whether they value it, find it useful or not. It is argued that pupil responses are even more important now in educational research than ever, because of the increased focus on education becoming more student-centred (Hewitt, 2008). Alistair Mutch (2003) questions whether the education system can become pupil-led when, at present, we do not fully understand the view of its pupils, compelling the need for future research into pupil perceptions. Mutch (2003) thus planted the seed for the idea to conduct pupil evaluations as the main method of gaining data answering my second research question, whether students do value feedback or not. 

The main advantage of the evaluation slips was that they were an inexpensive, quick and easy way to collect data, which is essential within such a limited time-frame (Bell, 2005). Nevertheless, some would say that the use of evaluations, similarly to a questionnaire, is unreliable because of the issue of dishonesty and lack of conscientious responses with both open and closed questions (Bell, 2005). I incorporated closed-ended questions, where the participant was asked to select an answer, not only as a method of differentiation for pupils with a lower ability, but also because it is useful for providing a greater uniformity of responses which can be easily processed (Babbie, 2010). However, the use of close-questions can be seen as a limitation within this research, because some participants, particularly staff, felt like their answer was not as simple as yes or no, adding their own ‘sometimes’ option without explanation. Also, closed questions can be critiqued because participants, especially pupils, may not understand the question and may just circle an answer in a superficial manner to complete it quickly (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007; Weaver, 2006). Whilst opinions were needed to answer my first two research questions, the limitations of using them as data needs to be considered when reading the finding sections of this study; opinions are subjective and can be problematic (Bell, 2005). 

My second research method was pre and post testing, a method widely used in action research as it involves the assessment of interventions (Jha, 2014). It was used in this research to form data collection for the third research question, evaluating the impact of written feedback on pupils’ work. Pre-and-Post Testing often involves the use of a control group as a benchmark to measure effects, which compelled the sample of books from consented participants within Y81 and Y82 (Salkind, 2010). Pre-test often refers to evaluating something, in this case pupil work, before an intervention to see if any errors could have been corrected by written feedback (Jha, 2014). Post-test refers to after the intervention has been implemented, to assess if it has had an impact (Jha, 2014). The main advantage of pre-and-post testing is that it is an effective method of comparison, allowing for better analysis in the findings section of how impactful my intervention was for making written feedback most useful to students (Jha, 2014). It was particularly useful in this research, as part of my pre-test included marking Y81 and Y82’s books after three lessons, without incorporating improvement time to see if pupils noticed the feedback. This proved for effective comparison within the post-test of given improvement time, to see if participants better actioned my comments, impacting positively or not on students’ progression. Nonetheless, one limitation of this method found with this research, which needs to be noted, was the effect of participant absence (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). For example, numerous participants were absent from lessons, resulting in less work to mark and fewer opportunities to provide constructive written feedback. Also, some participants missed improvement lessons, resulting in them failing to read or action the comments, arguably leading to the written feedback having little, if any, impact.  

My final method of this research, refers to my personal reflection diary, which was chosen as reflective approaches are becoming increasingly popular in qualitative research (Ortlipp, 2008). Katja Mruck and Franz Breuer (2003) explain the somewhat newfound desire researchers have to talk about themselves, own experiences and observations during the research process. As such, I used this reflective approach to form findings for all three research methods. It corresponds to the first research question as it noted personal reflections on the advantages and disadvantages I found by frequently marking books and providing written feedback. It links to the second research question as I reflected after lessons, noting how many pupils looked at feedback and seemed to enthusiastically seek it out. Finally, it benefitted the third and main research question as the diary included personal and honest reflections on the intervention and just how much of an impact it actually had. The main advantage of reflection diaries is that it allows the researcher to keep a personal record of experiences, observations, thoughts and conversations, maintaining focus on the research and findings (Walliman, 2014). However, one limitation noted of reflection diaries is subjectivity and bias, issues which remain unresolved within qualitative research (Ortlipp, 2003). As such, to ensure authenticity of accounts (Walliman, 2014), I will be comparing my personal reflections to findings from the other research methods and from literature. 

Frequent written feedback and marking policies 
The first issue highlighted within literature which is relevant to the chosen research question is what constitutes as frequent written feedback? There are differing views on how often books should be marked (Clover and Brown, 2006). Graham Butt (2010) highlights that feedback is most effective when detailed and specific comments are provided every three to four weeks. He classifies this type of feedback as frequent, explaining that the correct timing of feedback is essential if it is to impact on student progression (Butt, 2010). Similarly, Gibbs and Simpson (2004) share Butt’s view, recommending that teachers mark every two to three weeks, adding that feedback can only impact on progress if it is frequent and timely enough. Contrastingly, within the research carried out as part of A marked improvement? A review of the evidence on written marking (2016), it was noted that next lesson feedback had the most visible and positive impact on student progression compared to more slower feedback (Elliot et al, 2016). Nonetheless, Nancy Falchikov (1995) notes the view, shared by many teachers, that next lesson feedback is practically impossible, due to the substantial amount of pupil’s taught, leading to the merciful dichotomy presented in education. Falchikov (1995) describes this dichotomy as teachers feeling compelled to provide effective, timely and frequent written feedback, but also feeling pressured to reduce the amount of feedback provided because of the unmanageable workload. 

My personal experiences of marking policies shared the same difference of opinion about the frequency of written feedback, as the literature above. School X’s marking policy was drastically different to the policy in my first teaching placement, compelling the chosen research question into how much of an impact written feedback actually has? My first placement’s policy shared the approach of Butt (2010) and Gibbons and Simpson (2004), consistently marking within and across departments every three lessons. Contrastingly, School X’s approach is more ambiguous and varied, showing just how different schools can be, and in particular, their marking and feedback policies (Department for Education, 2016a). Currently, School X has no concrete marking policy, resulting in staff working from a draft one that states it is only obligatory to mark assessments, which typically occur five times a school year, every seven weeks. School X’s more supple policy may be favoured as reducing the “unnecessary frequency and depth of marking… has clear benefits for staff” (Department for Education, 2016a, p.6). The Department for Education (2016a) suggests this approach to marking and feedback allows for a more manageable staff workload. This in itself is seen to improve staffs’ wellbeing, allowing them to concentrate on what attracted them to teaching in the first place, delivering effective lessons and making a difference to pupils (The Department for Education, 2016a). Similarly, some academics may approve School X’s flexible policy, arguing that the way a teacher marks and provides written feedback is part of their unique teaching style, with only them knowing and freely using what works best for them (Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015; Elliot et al, 2016; Wragg, 2001). 

My initial marking observations at School X were noted within my reflection diary. These reflections supported the view that frequency of marking and feedback is down to individual opinion, as I noted inconsistency with all departments taking a different approach. Furthermore, I also observed variation within departments, with some teachers sharing my first placement’s approach, marking more frequently and providing more detailed feedback than its same-subject colleagues. This variation supports claims in literature that some teachers value marking and strive to watch learners progress through their exercise book, more than others (Aubrey, 2016; Weaver, 2006). As a result, my observations supported claims that each teacher marks and thus provides feedback differently depending on their teaching style and personal values, with some academics stating this will always happen, even with a rigid policy in place (Department for Education, 2016a; Elliot et al, 2016; Wragg, 2001). Consequently, this lack of shared whole-school policy within School X could be seen as ineffective because pupils, and more specifically their work, are being treated differently in each subject, causing confusion and at worst annoyance for pupils (Tracey, 2012). Moreover, this discrepancy and often negative attitudes to marking amongst staff, with the majority only marking every seven weeks, may result in certain pupils failing to put maximum effort into all pieces of classwork, feeling like their work is undervalued (Department for Education, 2016a). Additionally, learners may result in undervaluing feedback because they are not receiving it consistently enough across subjects, resulting in them failing to see its value, if some teachers provide more detailed and regular feedback than others (Tracey, 2012; Weaver, 2006; Clover and Brown, 2006). 

Research question 1- What are the advantages and disadvantages of marking? 

Marking is commonly the focus of a lively debate amongst academics (Elliot et al, 2016), which fuelled the first research question as to what the different opinions about marking are and its advantages and disadvantages. There is plentiful research evidencing the importance of feedback, suggesting it does have many advantages (Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015; Weaver, 2006). However, academics have focused their research largely on what constitutes as effective feedback, suggesting that marking only has advantages if used correctly (Weaver, 2006; Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015). Literature has concluded that effective feedback is only useful to aid student progression if it is formative; This means that it identifies a learning gap (something a student cannot do or does not know yet) and comments on how to close this gap (Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015; Tanner and Jones, 2003). D. Royce Sadler (1989) agrees with this, arguing it is this closing of the gap in learning which is marking’s main advantage and leads to the power of feedback truly being utilised. Sadler (1989) adds that feedback should be designed to help students reduce or close this gap and must have an instructional purpose. It is Sadler’s research which inspired the style of feedback provided as part of this research. As such, it took the approach of using a strength and a target, one thing that was done well and a question, or sometimes questions, for pupils to answer to reduce the gap and show progression in their understanding. Feedback to learners in the style of questioning is seen to benefit and develop independence, as students are re-constructing and showing their own understanding, rather than just being told the answers or what was done incorrectly (Elbra-Ramsay, 2011). Hence, these questions are seen as prompts or scaffolds, which can be differentiated accordingly depending on attainment, to ensure they effectively bridge the learners zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).   

Marking not only benefits learners by moving them on in their learning, it also plays an important role in motivating them to progress (Department for Education, 2016a). 
As such, written feedback is crucial in celebrating learners’ efforts and achievements, encouraging them to further engage with their learning (Department for Education, 2016a). This shows how written feedback is integral to developing learners’ growth mind set as by receiving and especially acting on feedback, helps them understand that attainment and knowledge can always be developed (Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015). Additionally, marking also develops teachers’ growth mind set, helping them also to progress (Elliot et al, 2016). Teachers can gage student’s current knowledge and understanding by marking and use it to inform future planning (Elliot et al, 2016). This can encourage teachers to change the way a topic was taught for example, leading not only to their own professional development but will also lead to more progression as re-teaching is another way to address any gaps in student learning (Elliot et al, 2016). Therefore, whilst School X’s policy, explained above, has obvious benefits for staff, one has to question the effect it is having on learners. Stephanie Norlin comments on how feedback should be implemented by every teacher due to the advantages it has as reported in this section. As such, marking and providing written feedback only once every seven weeks suggests School X fails to recognise feedback’s true potential, because if they did, their marking policy would be more rigorous. This policy can be seen as problematic, because how are the gaps in student learning being addressed? 

It is now important to provide the findings of the staff evaluation, to see if teachers in School X recognised advantages of marking when asked. Interestingly 14 out of 15 participants recognised the advantages of marking, sharing the same opinions within their answers as the literature reviewed above. Only one participant failed to provide an answer to the question, which suggests that they did not think there was any advantages. However, this cannot be proven and is a limitation of using questions to collect data as they could have just unknowingly missed it out (Cohen, Manion and [image: ]Morrison, 2007). 











Figure 1 Graph displaying opinions from staff evaluations as to who gains the most advantages from marking.



Figure 1 above evidences that the most common responses out of the 14 who answered the advantages question, referring to eight participants, discussed the advantage of marking for learners. This supports the Department for Education’s (2016a) claims that the positive effects of marking on pupils cannot be understated. In these responses, the eight participants each explained that marking helps learners stay motivated and helps them understand their own progression. Two participants recognised advantages of marking for the teacher, commenting that marking helps with planning and helps them realise who needs more teacher guidance in class. Finally, the other four participant made reference to the advantages of marking on both the learner and teacher, supporting the view within literature that marking can be equally as important for both pupils and staff (Elliot et al, 2016). It could be argued that these findings contradict the school’s marking policy, because the majority of participants evidenced the advantages of marking, suggesting it should be done more frequently. Nonetheless, a limitation within this study is that the sample size of staff participants was very small and one has to recognise that findings may have been different with a larger sample size (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007), perhaps, a study focusing only on staff perceptions would be a possibility for future research. 

The Department for Education (2016a, p.1) describes effective marking as being “meaningful, manageable and motivating.” It is clear from above, that there are many advantages of marking and marking can be meaningful and motivating for both staff and students (Department for Education, 2016a). Nevertheless, marking is a complex topic and most literature focuses more on the disadvantages of marking, stating it is not manageable (Department for Education, 2016a). Professional dialogue with a consented staff participant was noted in my reflection diary as the participant explained that School X changed from more frequent to minimal marking, to help reduce staff workload. This suggests the previous policy and thus frequent marking is unmanageable, resulting in written feedback not having an impact because staff do not have time to give it often or detailed enough. This is largely due to workload issues, a major disadvantage to marking which is explored extensively within literature (Department for Education, 2016a; Aubrey, 2016; Wilson, 2016; Weaver, 2006; Allison, Tharby, Lemov, 2015; Butt, 2010; Clover and Brown, 2006). The Department for Education’s Government Response to the Workload Challenge (2015) exemplifies the issue of teacher workload, explaining that in their workload challenge survey, 53% of sample research respondents thought that the excessive nature and frequency of marking was unhelpfully burdensome. As such, it is suggested that feedback strategies and policies that are not manageable prevent teachers from teaching to their best and as a result are not worth pursuing (Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015). Furthermore, The Department for Education’s School Workforce (2016b) reports that it is this unmanageable amount of marking and unrealistic pressures for frequent written feedback that has led to teachers leaving the profession, resulting in the highest teacher shortage in a decade. Whilst this report is largely based on England’s data, because there are little Welsh reports that discuss marking and teacher workload in Wales, it could be said that attitudes are the same in Wales, with the number of people training to become secondary teachers dramatically reducing in 2016/17 compared to previous years (Welsh Government, 2018). Whilst the Welsh Government’s report does not specify why Initial Teacher Training programmes are losing interest, one cannot help wonder whether it to is due to the workload aspect of the job (Welsh Government, 2018). As such, I wanted to ask my 15 participants what their opinion on marking was and what they regarded as its disadvantage, to see if there was correlation with data collected on English teachers (Department for Education, 2016b). 

The findings of my pupil evaluation concluded that teachers, similarly to literature, were far more aware of the disadvantages of marking as there was a lot more detail in the answer to disadvantages than advantages, suggesting it is something teachers feel passionate about (Department for Education, 2016a).
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Figure 2 Graph showing the common opinions, from staff evaluations, that the main disadvantage of marking is that it is time-consuming.



Figure 2 is evidence of my research findings; all 15 participants answered the disadvantages question and 14 out of the 15 shared the view that marking was time-consuming. Participant 1’s response in particular expressed frustration to marking, by answering only “TIME! TIME! TIME!” to the question. Therefore, whilst my staff sample size was small, conclusions of the data still support Butt’s (2010) claims that teachers spent mass amount of time marking and are often overwhelmed with workload. This further correlates with claims in literature that it can be unmanageable and lead to struggles with workload balance (Department for Education, 2015). Additionally, as noted within my own reflection diary, I too found it difficult to manage frequent marking of all books, due to the amount of them and being a student teacher, did not have as many as regular teachers. As such, I understood myself Weaver’s (2006) claims of teacher cynicism and reluctance to marking. Responses from evaluations further support Weaver’s (2006) claims as 11 out of the 15 participants’ answers to the what is your general opinion on marking were negative. 5 out of the 11, commented that they think marking is pointless and they are in favour of the marking policy, because they hardly have to mark. The other 6 participants explained their opinion, which is similar to the Department of Education’s (2016a) findings, that marking takes away from teaching and damages workload balance. Furthermore, participant 2 responded to the ‘why do you mark books?’ question that they do not mark them, because they simply do not have the time. They further explained they assess progress by flicking through books once every half term. Therefore, it can be argued that in this participant’s case written feedback does not and cannot have an impact on student’s progression, because they do not provide it. 

Research question 2- do students value feedback?
Dylan Williams (2018, p.117) says, “The first fundamental principle of effective, utilizable classroom feedback is that feedback should be more work for the recipient than the donor.” Williams is explaining that marking should be more work for learners than teachers, implying time spent marking is meaningless if students do not pay any attention to it (Williams, 2018). This brings me on to the final main issue in literature, which inspired my second main research question. Academics are reluctant to mark, as supported by my research findings above, often claiming that written feedback does not work and therefore marking is unimportant because pupils pay little attention to the feedback and are more interested in the grade (Weaver, 2006). Ruth Butler (1988) conducted research into the types of feedback that students received on work and concluded that students rarely read comments, preferring to compare marks or grades with peers. This research inspired the addition of ‘what do you look at on pieces of work first?’ on the pupil evaluation as I wanted to see whether Y81 and Y82 shared similar conclusions. Butler’s (1988) research was detrimental, as her study showed that students only made progress when comments were used alone, as opposed to grades alone or a mixture of both comments and grades. Therefore, Butler’s research shows the importance of written feedback and as a result, this research is using this comment only approach on daily work. Unfortunately, due to the requirements of School X, grades had to be recorded on assessments for data purposes and to satisfy the desires of learners and their parents (Black, Harrison and Lee, 2007). 
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Figure 3 Graph is comparing the quantity of pupils in Y81 that look at grades first over comments.

Figure 4 Graph is comparing the quantity of pupils in Y82 that look at grades first over comments.



My research findings of the responses collected from the pupil evaluations support Butler’s (1988) findings, that students are far more concerned with their grades than their written feedback. As Figure 3 shows 16 out of the 17 participants in Y81 look at their grades first. Similarly, Figure 4 shows that a striking 23 participants out of 25 do the same. This is particularly interesting that students’ fixation with grades have not changed in over thirty years, comparing it with Butler’s (1988) study, and makes you question whether students can ever truly value feedback, when grades are still prevalent. Perhaps, students are obsessed with grades, because research suggests teachers rarely give time in class to read comments that are written on work, giving the impression that they do not matter (Black, Harrison and Lee, 2007). 

Furthermore, one has to question that whilst findings and literature support that pupils are fixated with grades (Black, Harrison and Lee, 2007), this does not necessarily mean that they undervalue comments. As such, to explore this further, I added a question asking pupils in both classes if they value teacher feedback in their books, to see if responses shared the same conclusion by many teachers, that students actually do not value their comments (Weaver, 2006).
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Figure 5 Graph showing the quantity of pupils in Y81 who answered yes to valuing feedback on the pupil evaluation form.

Figure 6 Graph showing the quantity of pupils in Y82 who answered yes to valuing feedback on the pupil evaluation form.




By looking at Figure 5 and Figure 6 above, it can be argued that those teachers claiming students do not value feedback, a view that was also expressed in 9 out of 15 staff evaluations, are largely incorrect. Within Y81, a remarkable 16 out of 17 participants circled that yes, they do value written feedback from teachers. Whilst, limitations of closed-ended questions have to be considered (Kumar, 2011), as explained above, one can use Y82’s responses (20 out of 25 pupils circling yes) to support that it is likely to be far more than just coincidence that a considerably larger amount circled yes. These pupil evaluation findings have comparisons to Weaver’s (2006) similar study of feedback, as he also noted that most students wholeheartedly value feedback, recognising its importance in their learning process. Perhaps, some teachers have got caught up in their own reluctance to marking and pressures of workload that they have dismissed pupils’ views, failing to consider what they think about feedback (Department for Education, 2016a). As such, it would be more accurate to conclude that not all students value feedback, but as my findings and similar research (Weaver, 2006) shows, the vast majority do. 

Nevertheless, I have found out by carrying out this research just how important having a triangulation of methods are (McNeill and Chapman, 2005), because staff evaluations showed that the majority of pupils’ value feedback, but my pre-testing showed different. As part of pre-testing, I marked three lessons (three weeks) worth of work for both Y81 and Y82, giving written feedback on each piece in the form of a strength and a target or question. My observations and evaluations within my reflection diary, noted how only two participants in Y81 and five in Y82 looked back at the comments provided. Books where taken in at the end of lessons and only one participant from Y81 had actioned feedback without being instructed to. This shows that the research question of valuing feedback is problematic because one would suggest that if students valued feedback, which pupil evaluations claimed they do, then they would have actively sought the feedback out (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). This supports Williams’ (2018) view that marking time is spent wasted if learners do not read the comments as minimal progression was made. It also further supports John Hattie and Helen Timperley’s (2007) claims that actively seeking out feedback and valuing it needs to be conditioned from the onset and that learners require instruction to read and respond to comments. 

However, being a student teacher and taking over other classes, makes it difficult to override learners’ current attitudes to feedback, as commitment to feedback needs to be nurtured and from the onset (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). This did not prevent me from reinforcing the importance of feedback and improvement during my time at School X, but suggests it is something that may take more time than this project allows and may be more beneficial in my own job, where I have had the classes from the start. Yet, context of research is important, as one can suggest participants did not look for feedback, because they are used to only receiving it minimally, once every seven weeks as a result of the marking policy. This compelled the question asking pupils their opinions on the marking policy, to see if they would like more regular teacher feedback in their books or not. 
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Figure 7 Graph showing the quantity of pupils in Y81 who answered yes to wanting more regular written feedback on the pupil evaluation form.

Figure 8 Graph showing the quantity of pupils in Y82 who answered yes to wanting more regular written feedback on the pupil evaluation form.




As findings from Figure 7 and Figure 8 show, the vast majority again, being 13 out of 17 participants in Y81 and 18 out of 25 participants in Y82, would like more frequent feedback than the marking policy allows for. It should be noted that this research is not criticising School X’s policy, but rather evaluating different views on it. It has already been discussed above, the advantages of the policy for staff, the impact on students too needs equal consideration. Findings show that the majority of participants are against the current marking policy, and one thing that can be taken from these responses is that pupils’ perceptions should be considered when implementing marking policies (Elliot et al, 2016). Evidently, as highlighted within literature the marking and feedback is ultimately for learners as a method to guide progression and would support the idea that frequent feedback should be implemented (Elliot et al, 2016). 

It also needs to be pointed out that findings from both pupil evaluations, pre-and-post testing and my reflection diaries concludes, similarly to literature, that students’ perceptions do differ, with some favouring feedback more than others (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). As previously explained, students’ attitudes to feedback could be influenced by their social background, morals and values, something this literature could only touch and needed more time to fully explore (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). Furthermore, one limitation within these findings is that participants where not asked to explain their reasoning for their answer and as such could have just circled yes thinking it was the correct thing to say (Kumar, 2011). It can be argued that those learners in School X who circled no to wanted more feedback, similarly to other schools, could be because the feedback provided in the past may not have been that helpful (Clover and Brown, 2006). Additionally, the only available research detailing student responses to feedback, discusses how students of all ages often misunderstand their written feedback (Chancock, 2010). Whilst Chancock’s (2010) research is useful in enforcing that to have an impact, feedback needs to be simple and clear, it is not explaining whether they value it in the first place or not, just that they can often misunderstand it. As such, the issue of students not understanding feedback, could not be greatly explored within this research, due to timeframe, but would be an interesting research topic for future study. 

Research question 3- To what extent does regular written feedback have an impact on learners’ progression in R.E?

As mentioned above, Hattie and Timperley (2007), two scholars who have made significant contributions to research on feedback, conclude that written feedback alone does not impact on learners’ progression, no matter how frequent it is. The pre-testing aspect of this research and reflections, as explained above, support this view, as all participants, other than one, failed to action the comments provided on their own. As such, this research and review of literature, emphasised the need to bring participant’s attention to written feedback and continually reinforce its importance, otherwise learners will not take it seriously (Butt, 2010). One strategy to condition learners into actively seeking out feedback and improvement, that was implemented in this study as part of post-testing, inspired by literature, was to set aside Directed Improvement and Reflection Time (DIRT) (Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015). As such, DIRT is seen as a method of ensuring marking is more meaningful, ensuring written feedback does have an impact, because students are compelled to independently read, reflect on and action teacher’s comments and thus improve performance (Elliot et al, 2016; Clover and Brown, 2006; Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015). 
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Figure 9 Graph showing the responses from the staff evaluation forms, used to gain understanding to staff perceptions as to whether they think DIRT time helps pupils improve.  




Both pupils and staff were asked as part of the evaluations, their opinion on whether DIRT time helps pupils to improve or not. Figure 9 above shows staff responses and also the limitation of closed-questions as explained above as sometimes answers to questions are not as simple as yes or no, which is why staff added their own columns of it can and do not use. It also shows just how mixed attitudes about DIRT are amongst staff, with 2 not using it at all, which can be seen as particularly shocking, due to how much it is praised within literature (Elliot et al, 2016). Moreover, 7 out of 15 participants circled that it does help learners progress, suggesting they too recognise that DIRT is needed to maximise the impact of marking (Elliot et at, 2016)
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Figure 11 Graph showing the quantity of pupils in Y81 that does find DIRT time helps them improve. 
Figure 10 Graph showing the quantity of pupils in Y81 that does find DIRT time helps them improve. 




Figures 10 and 11 above support the view that DIRT time does help most learners improve, with 13 out of 17 stating so in Y81 and 22 out of 25 in Y82. Nonetheless, the timing of when the pupil evaluations were given could be seen as a limitation of research. They were handed out at the end of the DIRT lesson after participants completed set improvement tasks and as such could be seen to create bias. Even so, one may argue that timing of when they were handed out is irrelevant, as results still suggest that DIRT time, whether being that lesson or otherwise, does help most of them improve. 

This research supports the view that DIRT time can help learners progress by encouraging them to read and action teacher feedback, through appropriate and well-planned task and resources. Literature recommends that once an improvement task has been completed, it is useful for learners to log what they have done to improve their understanding (Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015). This inspired the use of an improvement task slip (see appendix 4), an independent improvement tracker (see appendix 5) and a checklist (see appendix 6) as part of my intervention to compel learners to make, record and track improvements made to work as a result of actioning teacher feedback. All of these resources were successful as all present participants in both Y81 and Y82 completed these tasks and as such showed progression by making improvements to work. However, not all improvements were R.E related, as some feedback simply had to address presentation, spelling and quantity of writing (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). Out of these improvement strategies, the improvement slips proved to be most effective, leading to the most specific R.E improvements. Perhaps, these had the most significant impact on student progression within R.E because as a task, learners had to read my written feedback and perform one R.E content or skill improvement, which was usually either further explaining religious belief or specialist language.
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Figure 12 is one example of Participant’s 8 improvement work. It shows the slip was effective in helping the learner to progress within R.E as they spent time completing the work, closing gaps in subject knowledge, by fully explaining the key words and linking it to the question. 






Figure 12 above, is just one example of an improvement task from Participant 8 in Y81, as I cannot include work from all participants in Y81, nor Y82, due to the limited word count. Participant 8 failed to complete an answer in class and as such their work evidenced gaps in key word understanding. As such, when marking they were set the target question of “How would you complete this answer about what makes humans different? What about morality, soul and conscience?” As such, the questions proved to be effective in guiding the learner as they constructed the understanding themselves, closing the gap in their learning by making the necessary improvements (Sadler, 1989). Similarly, all present participants in Y81 and Y82 for the first DIRT lesson, which equals to a total of 35 out of 42 participants, all made similar R.E improvements to Participant 8. This shows how written feedback, when used and acted upon effectively can impact on students’ progression in R.E, by them making improvements to their work and thus improvements to their own knowledge and intellect. 

Limitations and ideas for future research
[bookmark: _GoBack]Before concluding this research and summarising its findings, it is important to note its limitations and recommend ideas for future research. Firstly, Hattie and Timperley (2007) note the difficulty measuring the impact of feedback on learners as if learners do make progression, it cannot be determined whether feedback alone had the impact or other contributing factors, such as engagement. Additionally, it is difficult to measure the full impact on learners during such a short period of time and with only a small-sample size (Bell, 2005). Only seeing my pupils, once a week caused a problem within this research as due to uncontrolled circumstances, such as collapsed time-table days, which meant lessons were interrupted. This resulted in less work and written feedback being produced than I would have liked, followed by fewer DIRT lessons than originally planned. Whilst, this research is helpful in showing that DIRT can and does play an important role in making written feedback impactful, I would have liked more time to fully evaluate this impact. Therefore, this research could be developed by having a much longer time frame to test such implementations. This would provide an increased reliability of the results and a deeper understanding of their applications (Bell, 2005). Also, to improve validity it would be useful to extend participant size of both staff and students to see if opinions vary (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). As a result of such limitations, to form part of my own professional, I plan to implement DIRT regularly into my own future lessons, allowing me to better evaluate its long-term effect and use findings to inform future practice. Additionally, whilst this research has made me aware that frequent marking and feedback can impact positively on pupils’ progression, encouraging me to use it in my own teaching practice, further research is required on how best to minimise workload while maximising the impact on learners.

Secondly, another limitation of this research which needs to be considered is the restricted word count. It was difficult to explore each of these research questions equally because the first two research questions could have also been main research questions in their own right. In future research, I would reconsider using two different evaluations forms as whilst they are useful for gaining personal opinion, they opened up too many avenues for research which could not be explored due to assignment limitations (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). As such, a recommended future research would be one out of the three research questions, allowing time to really discuss them and the data in the depth required to make a rational, reliable and valid conclusion.



Conclusion 
To conclude, the aim of this study was to evaluate the extent to which regular written feedback has an impact on learners’ progression within R.E. The findings of this research determine that this question does not have a definitive answer within the confines of this study. It can be said regular written feedback does not always have an impact because it is not given the chance to, with circumstances prohibiting teachers providing it as often as they would like. These circumstances as described within the Department for Education’s (2016a) study concern the issue of a teacher’s unmanageable workload, restricting the time allowed for marking and feedback. This research makes note of the issues surrounding feedback, it also evidences the definite potential regarding regular written feedback and the advantages it has on student progression. Moreover, this research supports claims that written feedback can be impactful, but only if the circumstances allow it to be (Weaver, 2006; Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015; Black, Harrison and Lee, 2007; Norlin, 2014; Hattie and Timperley, 2004 and Black and William, 1998). 

The way this research proposes ensuring written feedback is impactful is detailed as follows. Firstly, whilst this may be difficult to achieve, staff need to use written feedback regularly, believing in its importance for student progression and be more inclined to give it. If staff are reluctant and negative towards marking and written feedback, this dismissive attitude can be passed to learners, with them failing to see the importance of progression and more crucially, not actually progressing. Secondly, written feedback can only be impactful if students value it, with findings of this research and similar research (Weaver, 2006), showing the majority do value it contrary to what some teachers believe. This is similar to staff attitudes, as pupils too need to appreciate the importance of feedback and as such should be continuously encouraged to have a growth-mid set, caring about improvement and progression (Allison, Tharby and Lemov, 2015). Lastly, students need to be given time to read, reflect on and action written feedback, compelling the need for DIRT in lessons after work has been marked. This research proposes DIRT as an effective method for teachers to ensure their time spent marking is meaningful. This is vitally important because written feedback, no matter how frequent, can only have an impact if learners’ attention is drawn to it. 
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