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Investigating ways of improving the quality of pupils’ responses to teacher feedback

Introduction

Currently, the Welsh education system is facing the challenging prospect of improving the educational outcomes of children who are living in poverty (Egan, 2013). It is one of the national priorities for the Welsh Government to eliminate child poverty by 2020 (Grigg et al, 2014). Furthermore, it has been well documented that poverty has a negative impact on academic achievement, as well as a child’s wellbeing, which could be argued needs to be healthy in order for a child to perform well academically (Whitty & Anders, 2017). Further to this, the inequality faced by those children who are born into extreme poverty, and who do not perform well academically, greatly affects their chances of success later in life (Harris & Jones, 2018). 

A child’s ability to express themselves appropriately and to understand others, and being able to choose language carefully suited to the situation, is crucial. It is particularly important in the transition from childhood to adulthood. As a consequence, children with poor language acquisition in early childhood can be more likely to live unhealthy and unlawful lives (OECD, 2016). Early childhood intervention in school reduces the chances of this, but if a child does not make a good amount of progress early on in their lives, then they can face significant barriers in being able to catch-up and be successful academically (Naudeau et al, 2011). Evidence reveals that children living in poverty are more likely to display weaker reading and writing skills; in addition, the vocabulary of disadvantaged school children, who are entering primary school, can be 16 months behind their more prosperous peers (Egan et al, 2014). Therefore, school leaders, in areas of particularly high proportions of deprivation, face many challenges on a daily basis to try and ease the many effects poverty has on pupils’ learning; as well as classroom teachers, whose teaching and learning methods can be compromised as a result of the problems disadvantaged children bring into the classroom (Harris & Jones, 2018). 

Despite the odds, there is research to suggest that young people who do face hardships can perform well and live successful lives and this is through the dedication of school leaders and practitioners’ relentless hard work and determination (Harris & Jones, 2018). Schools are working hard to eradicate the negative impact being in poverty has on attainment, by implementing strategies and interventions that have been tried and tested and proven to improve academic achievement (OFSTED, 2012). Further to this, schools must measure the impact of strategies and interventions implemented, to improve attainment of disadvantaged pupils, in relation to the context of pupils they have in front of them, even though this can be difficult (Egan et al, 2014). 

Pupils eligible for free school meals (e-FSM) is the most suitable method of identifying trends in pupils of low socio-economic status in schools (Taylor, 2017), therefore being the most appropriate way of collecting and comparing data in this research. Using the indicator of e-FSM, statistically and historically, e-FSM pupils do not perform as well as their more prosperous peers (Egan, 2013), so this research aims to improve outcomes for disadvantaged learners, as well as benefitting more prosperous pupils. The Sutton Trust’s research into what teaching and learning approaches work well for low-achieving pupils, which could be argued are more likely to be e-FSM learners, reveals that feedback has high impact, with a potential learning gain of 8 months over one year (Higgins et al, 2012). Professor John Hattie (2009) further advocates, with analysis of convincing evidence, that one of the best teaching and learning approaches for teachers is to give high quality feedback. It seems sensible for this to be further explored, and this will be the focus of this research. Although, there are many variables which, in many research findings, can affect the validity of results and analyses, so trying to control some of these factors will remain a priority (Seliger & Shohamy, 1989). With this in mind, different ways of providing feedback must be investigated to make this research more robust and reliable and avoid, where possible, inconsistencies. The focus will always be on disadvantaged learners and what impacts significantly on improving their outcomes, within the context of School X. In accordance with ethical guidance, School X will be anonymised throughout this research, as will the students (BERA, 2011). This research has been carried out in accordance with school guidelines for parental consent and student assent, within BERA and UWTSD guidelines, and within the boundaries of normal classroom practice. 

Literature Review

Sharples et al. (2011) state that amongst pupils who make good progress and achieve good test scores, it is reasonable to suggest, that classroom strategies and good quality teaching are what have had the biggest impact in terms of those successful learning outcomes. However, learning cannot only be results driven, and constantly testing pupils can have a negative effect on a child’s learning; as testing can cause higher levels of anxiety and therefore have a negative effect on test performance (Petko et al, 2017). Teachers and schools have a responsibility to protect the wellbeing of pupils, and should especially help build disadvantaged learners’ confidence in education and their work, to be able to make good progress (Egan, 2007). For those children who are experiencing the effects of poverty, wellbeing is crucial for them to able to enjoy education and make progress (Egan et al, 2014). 

In Wales, there is a strong statistical link between poverty and attainment (Egan, 2007). As a result of this trend, it could be argued that e-FSM pupils have a negative view of education and lack motivation to improve, as they tend to receive lower grades than their peers and can feel trapped in their ability and situation. There are many reasons why disadvantaged learners do not perform as well as their more prosperous peers (Egan, 2007). These can include, but are not limited to, the lack of parental involvement in their child’s education; not being able to access resources; the negative influences of peer pressure; bullying and social, emotional and behavioural difficulties; and being disengaged with, in particular, secondary school (UNICEF, 2017). A way of attempting to overcome these effects is by providing feedback to pupils in the classroom on their learning that is formative and moves learning forward, and build resilient life-long learners; not just pupils who care solely about grades. All things considered, Sharples reiterates (et al, 2011) that there is no concrete understanding of what definitely works that can be applied to all disadvantaged learners in particular, as every pupil and their context is different. In addition to this, feedback is not always helpful, and there can be detrimental effects to a child’s learning, which is why it should be used carefully as a teaching and learning tool (EEF, 2018).

As previously stated, Sutton Trust reveals that feedback has high impact, with a potential learning gain of 8 months over one year. This is also of low cost, based on 30 pupils in one class (Higgins et al, 2012). Professor John Hattie (2009) further states that feedback needs to be effective and done correctly, in order for it to be valuable and move learning forward. The Education Endowment Foundation (2018) identify that feedback needs to be meaningful for the student, so students should be guided to towards the correct answer, rather than telling them simply what they have done wrong, as this could have a negative impact on their confidence and resilience (Egan et al, 2014). Firstly, students need to know where they are in their learning and what they need to do to get to the next level and improve (Hattie, 2009). Hattie mentions four ways that feedback can be given: ‘1. affirming what they did well; 2. correcting and directing; 3. pointing out the process; and 4. coaching students to critique their own efforts. It is this higher-level feedback that needs to take place, rather than lower-level simple praise such as ‘good work’, which does not identify why a particular pupil’s work is good or how they can make it better.  Also, what can have a negative impact on pupils’ self-esteem is when pupils are simply given a mark or grade, therefore they can become disengaged in learning (Hattie, 2009). Since pupils from poorer backgrounds are more likely to have confidence issues (Egan, 2007), it seems reasonable to conclude that constructive criticism will be particularly effective for these pupils. Evidence from case studies reveal that ‘affirming what they did well’ and ‘correcting and directing’ feedback given to low-achieving pupils is more effective than high-achieving pupils (Hattie, 2009). 

[image: /Users/RebeccaFortune/Desktop/Screen Shot 2018-06-28 at 21.18.21.png]In Table 1, Shute (2007) summarises different types of formative feedback, which vary in complexity, and all have been trialled and tested within the remit of normal teaching practice. Research findings from each of these areas suggest that all feedback should recognise areas of strength and a way forward on how to improve.
Shute (2007) claims that a method of influencing a learner’s goal orientation, to a focus on learning rather than performance, is to give formative feedback. Hoska (1993) has presented the argument that by giving goal- orientation feedback, which means linking the feedback to the goal set out at the beginning of the task, it can transform a learner’s view of their own level of intelligence, “by helping a learner see that (a) ability and skill can be developed through practice, (b) effort is critical to increasing this skill, and (c) mistakes are part of the skill-acquisition process.” To that end, feedback can also operate as a cognitive support mechanism to enable pupils to build confidence within themselves and their ability; therefore, increasing motivation to succeed. It could be argued, this could be particularly important for e-FSM pupils who may need support with building their emotional intelligence (Egan, 2014). Although, this does not mean that feedback should not be challenging for e-FSM, as well as n-FSM learners, as feedback that is challenging will highlight the importance of persistence and determination and, ideally, this should be more valued by pupils (EEF, 2018). A focus on ‘mastery learning’, where feedback involves a pupil re-attempting the skill again, until they get it right, would be an example of appropriate challenge. (Eppich, W.J. et al., 2015). Although, there needs to be careful understanding of what is meant by ‘mastery’ which would differ between pupils, depending on current attainment and their readiness to develop onto the next stage (Lineberry, 2015). 
Davis, Carson, Ammeter, and Treadway (2005) reported the results of a study in a management control group, and the general consensus alludes to the positive effects of the use of specific feedback given to learners with low learning goal orientation. Further to this, for low achieving pupils, the use of directive or corrective feedback seems to have the biggest impact, where the teacher comments relate back to the learning goals. This further highlights that learning goals must be made explicit to pupils before the task has taken place. Especially struggling students, which, could be argued, are more likely to be e-FSM, and therefore displaying weaker levels of literacy, they need explicit guidance during the learning process (Knoblauch & Brannon, 1981; Moreno, 2004). In addition, for low-achieving pupils, or pupils with low self-efficacy, learning must be scaffolded to improve learning and performance (Collins et al., 1989; Graesser, McNamara, & VanLehn, 2005).
Another important aspect of a child’s success is teaching them the correct academic language in order for them to understand what they need to do to achieve the learning goals and to improve (Cummins, 2014). They will need understanding of this language in order to access success criteria and any feedback given by the teacher. It could be argued that, especially with English, children being engaged in literacy has a determining factor on their achievement in literacy (Cummins, 2014).  Clear instruction will promote the teaching of academic language and engagement, and therefore will be important when, or if, using academic language during feedback (Cummins, 2014). 

School X: Marking Policy

Within the school’s current feedback policy, there is a common or shared way for all teachers to provide feedback to pupils and this is in the form of ‘Feed Back- What the pupil has achieved (strengths and weakness), Feed Forward- The next steps in the learning process to enable progression, and Pupil Response- The pupil’s response to the FF.’ (School X.org, 2018). Although it states the feed forward should be an ‘action point’, throughout the document it is inconsistent as to what this action should look like. Of course, it is different for every subject, but overall the consensus is feedforward should be ‘A specific comment which can be a question, activity or redrafting of their learning aimed at allowing the pupils to address any gaps or misconceptions’ (School X.org, 2018). It is also mentioned that the action point should be differentiated according to the learner’s ability level, but again, this is unclear. 

It was only this academic year that the school has said that the ‘feedforward’ or ‘what pupils need to do to improve’ needs to be an ‘action point’ and not just, for example, ‘next time you should improve your spelling,’ for pupils to respond with, ‘Ok, thank you. I will improve my spelling next time.’ Historically, this is what marking has looked like, mostly for summative assessments, where pupils have been given a grade or level alongside their comments from teachers, but this has also been used for formative assessments or general class work. As research earlier suggests, giving pupils a grade, even when it is alongside their feedback, can be damaging (Hattie, 2009). However, with this new focus on an ‘action point’ a lot of pupils are reluctant to act on the teacher feedback. There are various explanations as to why this might be occurring. Firstly, this is a new strategy and new interventions take time to be embedded. Secondly, comments overheard from pupils are ‘I already have my grade and my grade isn’t going to change after I complete this pupil response, so why should I do it?’ Or ‘I can’t be bothered improving my work now. I will just do it next time.’ These comments, from personal experience, are predominantly heard amongst low ability or e-FSM pupils. This could be because of their low self-efficacy (Egan et al, 2014). Therefore, it is a priority for the school to not just blame the pupils for not responding appropriately to feedback, but for the teacher to look at the type of comment they are giving to a particular pupil, and the language used, so that all pupils, as well as e-FSM learners, can respond effectively. Thirdly, this type of feedback is challenging (EEF, 2018). and it might take time for pupils to be more engaged in challenging feedback that is more ‘student-centred’, whereby the pupil takes responsibility for their own learning with little help from the teacher (Vygotsky, 1978).

Methodology

School X is an English-medium secondary school comprising of 696 pupils, of which 19.9% of pupils are e-FSM (mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk, 2018); this is slightly higher than the national average of 17% (Estyn, 2017b). About a quarter of pupils live in the ‘20% most deprived areas of Wales’ (Estyn, 2017b). This study involves a Key Stage 4 class of 21 pupils, at School X. Only two pupils are e-FSM, Pupil A and Pupil B, and the other 19 are n-FSM pupils. The sample group are high ability, with target grades in English Language ranging from A-D. Pupil A has a target grade of C and Pupil B has a target grade of a B. The format of the study comprises two pieces of written work, across five lessons. It could be argued that the sample is not wholly representative of the subject population, as compared to the percentage of all e-FSM pupils at the school to n-FSM, and this may affect internal validity (Seliger & Shohamy, 1989). However, this was the only sample available for this study, at this particular time; with time being another factor that can affect validity of results (Seliger & Shohamy, 1989). 

As stated above, at School X teachers are required to create an ‘action point’ in their feedback to pupils, which can either be a question or redraft of a section of the piece of work. But, according to Table 1 (above), the first description of ‘no feedback’, the least complex form of feedback, involves asking pupils a question and the description is that there is ‘no indication of correctness.’ If teachers give pupils a question to answer in their action point, they are not expected to go back and check the pupils’ answer. But how will the pupil, and teacher, know if they have answered the question correctly? How do we know that the question has actually moved learning forward? If this is not marked, this could potentially be quite damaging for pupils, especially those who are weaker (Egan, 2007), as the research suggests they need to know if they have answered correctly in order to feel more confident in their progress towards learning goals (Hattie, 2009). However, as higher attaining pupils are more likely to get the answer correct, the teacher does not, necessarily, have to go back and check (Hattie, 2009). Although, for low achieving pupils, or e-FSM learners with confidence issues, this can be demotivating, and the action point can be too ambiguous (Egan et al, 2013). It could be argued that feedback policies need to be differentiated for different subjects, and examples of high quality feedback should be provided to teachers so they know what works best for lower versus higher achievers. For this purpose, the advice in this research was followed, and e-FSM learners were not given an action point in the form of a question.

A questionnaire was given to all pupils at the beginning of this research to gauge their current motivation and effort in responding to teacher feedback and improving their work, and how important they view this process in their learning. Their participation in the questionnaire and research was voluntary and they were made aware of their right to withdraw from the research at any time (BERA, 2011). 

This research used mixed methods of generating both qualitative and quantitative data that explored pupils’ attitudes to receiving feedback and responding to it. The comments they received also identified what the pupil had done well (the feedback) and the feedforward was goal- orientated (Hoska, 1993). Pupils’ results from teacher assessments were collated at the beginning and end of the research, to generate qualitative data, in order measure the impact of teacher feedback on pupils’ responses. 

Samples of pupils’ work have been used and evaluated, generating qualitative data, and have been anonymised. Pupils have been made aware that photographs of their work will be anonymised throughout the study and will not be identifiable as theirs. However, pupils have been made aware that they could refuse to allow photographs of their work to be used (BERA, 2011).

Findings

The questionnaire was carried out at the start of the research, and pupils signed it so they were easily identifiable as e-FSM or n-FSM. However, Paulhus (1984) states that it would reduce pressure on those answering the questionnaire if they did not disclose any personal details, such as their name, so as to reduce chances of bias. Although, for the purpose of this research this was necessary to improve the analysis of the results, as the focus is on e-FSM pupils. The questionnaire contained twelve questions. The Likert Scale (1932) was used in the form of a five-point representation of pupil’s attitudes to receiving feedback and their motivations to act on the feedback. There were 21 responses to the questionnaires and these were all used in the analysis of findings. Answers to four of the questions have been used in analysis.

The data shows that all pupils either agreed or strongly agreed that they are motivated to act on the feedback the teacher gives them and improve their work, including both e-FSM pupils. This suggests that pupils value feedback given by the teacher and care about improving, despite some research which claims that e-FSM pupils are disengaged with secondary education and lack enthusiasm (Egan et al, 2014). Although, it could be argued, this is a high ability set and have some of the highest target grades in the year group, so if the questionnaire was given to a lower ability set, this could have been a different outcome. To gauge their motivations when responding to a question, the results showed that nine pupils agreed that they like their ‘feedforward’ (FF) to be a question, with one of those pupils being e-FSM. Five pupils disagreed, with one of those being e-FSM and seven pupils were unsure. When asked whether they liked their ‘feedforward’ (FF) to be a redraft of a section of their work, eight agreed with one of those being e-FSM. Three pupils disagreed and ten pupils were unsure, one of which being e-FSM. What is striking about this is whether the pupils understood exactly what that question meant, as the word choice ‘redrafting a section’ is a new concept, or they might not have understood the meaning of the word ‘redraft’, so this could explain this outcome. The final question for analysis is whether pupils feel they always put their best efforts into completing a pupil response. Fifteen pupils agreed, three pupils disagreed, of which one was e-FSM, and three pupils were unsure, of which one was e-FSM. The data from this question suggests that the majority of pupils, no matter what the action point is and their level of motivation to complete the action point, feel they always complete their response to the highest standard, which indicates the other six pupils who stated disagree or unsure, of whom two were e-FSM, lack effort when completing the task, despite feeling motivated. This reinforces the research that for some e-FSM learners, they may lack confidence in their ability and need the benefits of putting in that added effort re-establishing (Egan et al, 2014). 

Pupils were given the task of writing a speech on an inspirational person of their choice, and were taught the success criteria beforehand, over a series of three lessons, of what to include to make it a successful piece. They were particularly taught new vocabulary to include, which has been identified as a weakness across the class, in particular e-FSM pupils (Egan et al, 2014) and the explicit teaching on vocabulary, research suggests, makes for better learning and improves the use of more ambitious vocabulary in pupils’ writing. Alongside this, success criteria included; being able to write a compelling opening, use of persuasive techniques, use of varied sentences and correct structure of a speech. Pupils saw models of speeches, used the internet to gain research and had sufficient time to plan. They were given the list of success criteria before the write-up. Following this, pupils’ work was marked against the success criteria, where feedback linked back to the goal set out at the beginning of the task (Hoska, 1993) in the form of a tick box; hopefully, this made it clear to pupils that the task was goal-orientated and it was clear what they did well (Shute, 2007). For the feedforward, the ‘action point’ was specific to the student, and a personal comment made. The comment included one skill that they had not quite or fully achieved in the task, and there was an explanation about how they must redraft their work to include, and master, this skill. For pupil B, the target was to be more ambitious with vocabulary, having repeated the word ‘inspirational’ or ‘inspiring’ six times in one paragraph, instead of using a word bank of positive vocabulary given to them before the task. There was more emphasis placed on using verbal feedback as an additional assessment-for-learning tool, for e-FSM learners, whilst they were redrafting their highlighted section, which was necessary as some of the word choices could have been improved further, which they were once that discussion had taken place (Appendix 1).

In the next written task, which was to write an essay about the effects of celebrity culture, Pupil B vastly improved his use of ambitious vocabulary, and seemed to pay particular attention to his use of language (Appendix 2). This greatly enhanced the coherence and maturity of the piece. A similar tick box was used to show all pupils what they did well, and for the action point, the level of challenge was increased for some pupils; and, for Pupil B, his challenge was to master the use of the comma, alongside some small corrections, such as spellings (Appendix 3). Again, the e-FSM pupils had verbal feedback too to ensure they could understand exactly what they had to do and to increase their motivation to complete the task to a high standard. For both e-FSM learners, and other learners, their pupil responses improved and their effort to improve increased each time, with them becoming quicker, more focused on the task and more motivated. Both e-FSM learners improved the quality of their work from the first task, and improved by one grade; Pupil A from a current working grade of C to a B and Pupil B from a current working grade of a C to a B. However, this means that Pupil A is working above their target level and Pupil B is working at their target level.

Conclusion

Upon analysing the findings and reviewing the research, there were some limitations with the methodology. As the sample number of e-FSM pupils in this research was small, this was not fully representative of e-FSM learners at School X, so it would be difficult to transfer the results to another situation. Hattie (2012) explains that for an intervention to be successful, or worthwhile, there needs to be a learning gain of at least 0.40, and that is the point at which it can be identified whether an intervention has or has not been effective. In this case, the intervention was successful, and the e-FSM learners improved by 1.0 but that does not mean that the pupil has completely mastered the skills in the feedback as if they were asked to practise the skill again in the future with no help it is difficult to determine whether they would be fluent in the skill. There are many skills needed to be successful in the English Language mark scheme, and these take lots of time and practise to master. It would be impossible to test all the skills, and give pupils sufficient time to master the skills, over a period of five lessons and two pieces of work. It is necessary to give pupils feedback but too many action points can be damaging. One skill is enough to master at a time. The more frequent the feedback is, and the more it is paired with verbal feedback to aid learning, seems to, in this case, improve the outcomes for all learners. In future, it would be beneficial to continue to use these strategies but making sure that the skill is personal to the student, that the feedback is challenging, but give extra help in the form of verbal feedback to support e-FSM students further.
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Table 1

Feedback Types Arrayed Loosely by Complexity

Feedback type Description

No feadback. Refers to conditions where the learner is presented a question and is
required to respond, but there is no indication as to the
comectness of the learner's response.

Verification Also called knowledge of results (KR), or knowledge of outcome, it

informs the leamer about the correctness of her response(s), such
as right/wrong or overall percentage correct.

Correct response

Also known as knowledge of correct response (KCR), it informs.
the leamer of the correct answer o a specific problem with no
‘additional information.

Try-again

Also known as repeat-untl-correct feedback, it informs the leamer
‘about an incorrect response and allows the leamer one or more
atiemps to answer the question.

Error-flagging

Also known as location of mistakes (LM), error-flagging highlights
errors in a solution, without giving correct answer.

Elsborated

A gencral term, it refers o providing an explamation about why a
specific respanse was comrect, and it might allow the learner to
review part of the insiruction. It also might present the correct
answer (see below for six types of claborated fecdback).

Attribute isolation

Elaborated feedback that presents information addressing central
atiributes of the target concept or skill being studicd.

Topic-contingent

Elaborated feedback that provides the leamer with information
relating to the target topic currently being studicd. This might
entail simply re-teaching material

Response-contingent

Elaborated feedback that focuses on the learner's specific response.
It may describe why the answer is wrong and why the correct
answer is correct. This does not use formal error analysis.

Hinis/cues/prompts

Elaborated feedback that guides the learner in the right dircction
(c.2..strategic hint on what to do next or a worked example or
demonsiration). It avoids explicily presenting the correct answer.

Bugs/misconceptions

Elaborated feedback that requires error analysis and diagnosis. It
provides information about the leamer's specific errors or
misconceptions (e.g , what is wrong and why).

Informative futoring

‘The most elaborated feedback (from Narciss & Huth, 2004), this
presents verification feedback, error-flagging. and strategic hints
on bow o proceed. The comrect answer is not usually provided.
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TI0OS€ an Inspirational person. Write a speech to your peers persuading
them that they should be voted the most inspirational person of all time.

» Intro- compelling opening/ point of the speech/ address audience briefly
+ Main p.I- why they are inspirational

Main p.2- why they are inspirational

Main p.3- why people should vote for them
 Conclusion

Positive vocabulary:

- Educated

- Erudite (having great knowledge) 3
- Ingenious (clever) ST
- Inventive (creative) a8 A E

- Exemplary (doing things to a high standard)
- Virtuous (honourable)
- Prudent (showing thought/ care for the fu ure)
- Accomplished (skilled) R

- Competent (capable/ experienced)

Success criteria:
o-1"can write a compelling opening
oA can use DAFOREST -
o | can use varied sentences e

o | can use ambitious vocabu
o1 can structure my speech into fiv

Feed forward:

- /| “ A “j' h

kAN (LAY

L ANLALAA





