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Giving Feedback to Students

OTHER MEDIA

Updated on December 4, 2024

Feedback is a signal to learners to let them know whether they are on the right track in
meeting the course objectives and to correct faulty knowledge. In Open Learning,
students have the opportunity to obtain feedback from the instructor as well as from
interactive media. Examples of such interactive media are D2L/Moodle-based
questionnaires, H5P (embedded in Pressbooks), WeBWorK, and Lyryx.

The advantages of interactive media are the convenience of automating feedback
delivery and independence from the spatiotemporal availability of the instructor.
Nonetheless, depending on the context, an automated response is not informative to
students, and instructor input will be required, such as grading a history essay or
critiquing a student’s painting.

Here are several suggestions for providing meaningful feedback to students.

Corrective Versus Explanatory Feedback

Corrective feedback simply states whether the student’s response is correct or
incorrect, while explanatory feedback goes into more detail to explain why the
student’s response is correct or incorrect (Johnson & Marraffino, 2021). The construction
of explanatory feedback comes with a greater cost of time and effort from the instructor
than the simpler corrective feedback, but research data generally agree that explanatory
feedback is more conducive to learning than corrective feedback (Johnson & Marraffino,
2021).

Explanatory feedback has a positive effect on learning objectives about recognition or
recall and an even greater positive effect for application-based learning objectives (van
der Kleij et al., 2015). In the case of novice learners, the lack of detail in corrective
feedback may seem frustrating and not particularly helpful (Bangert-Drowns et al., 1991;
Moreno, 2004). Conversely, feedback with more detailed information was more helpful
for learning, especially for students with low prior knowledge — in agreement with the
feedback principle (Heckler & Mikula, 2016).
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However, providing too much information is not desirable. To conserve the cognitive
resources of learners, avoid feedback with information that is not directly related to the
learning objectives (Johnson & Marraffino, 2021). Otherwise, the extraneous information
will compete with the relevant information (Johnson & Marraffino, 2021). Redundant
information in feedback should also be eliminated.

A possibility is to use corrective feedback for correct responses and reserve explanatory
feedback for incorrect responses. The assumption is that students who answer correctly
do not benefit from further explanation, but students who respond incorrectly need
additional help to achieve the right answer. Such can be the case with high-knowledge
learners, where the explanatory feedback may contain information they already know,
thereby imposing extraneous processing to reconcile the redundant information
(Johnson & Marraffino, 2021).

Immediate Versus Delayed Feedback

Another consideration is the timing of the feedback. Immediate feedback, delivered
right after a response from the student (Johnson & Marraffino, 2021), can quickly
remediate errors to prevent erroneous knowledge from being stored into long-term
memory (Anderson et al., 1995; Azevedo & Bernard, 1995; Bangert-Drowns et al., 1991).
However, students may develop a habit of relying on immediate feedback rather than
thinking for themselves (Schmidt, 1991; Shute, 2008). Students could press all the
buttons on an electronic learning activity and get the right answers by repeated guess-
and-check or trial-and-error (Johnson & Marraffino, 2021) without understanding why
the answers are correct (Zhang et al., 2021). Also, immediate feedback may interrupt the
student’s attention (Schmidt & Wulf, 1997) during lengthy tasks.

In contrast to immediate feedback, delayed feedback is delivered after the student
submits a series of responses, such as after a learning module or after the whole
curriculum (Kulik & Kulik, 1988; Shute, 2008). Moreover, there is a belief that delayed
feedback is more effective than immediate feedback in laboratory settings than in
application-based contexts (Kulik & Kulik, 1988).

Overall, the effectiveness of immediate versus delayed feedback is dependent on
multiple factors, such as the context and learner characteristics (Hattie & Timperley,

2007; Kulik & Kulik, 1988; Shute, 2008).
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Feedback Effectiveness

The effectiveness of the feedback also depends on whether students perceive and heed
to the advice (Johnson & Marraffino, 2021). Cognitive overload may hamper feedback
perception, for example, pairing visual (written words) feedback with a visual task. An
alternative is to replace written feedback with spoken feedback (Fiorella et al., 2012).
Also, students may ignore feedback, such as in a low-stakes (ungraded) activity, which
may explain the similarity in performance in a study where students received either
corrective feedback, explanatory feedback, or no feedback (Golke et al.,, 2015). Students
in the study also seemed to be more vested in the task when the feedback was from a
person than from a computer (Golke et al., 2015).

Personalized comments from the instructor can be social cues to the student to signal
that the instructor is interested in the student’s learning and is holding the student
accountable for meeting the learning objectives. The drawback is that personalized
comments, unique to each student’s situation, can take more time and effort to write
than a one-size-fits-all, automated feedback on interactive media.

When making feedback algorithms on interactive media, the course developer should
perform test runs, by inputting correct responses as well as incorrect responses, to make
sure the feedback is appropriate. As an example, Figure 1 shows a slight discrepancy
between the course reading and the corrective feedback in the H5P exercise. There
should be consistency between the information from the course and the feedback given
to students.
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Presshook reading
What structures does a plant cell have that an animal cell does not have? What structures does
an animal cell have that a plant cell does not have? Plant cells have plasmodesmata, a cell wall,

a large central vacuole, chloroplasts, and plastids. Animal cells have lysosomes and centro-

somes.

H5P Exercise
1. Click on the correct structures in bold type to correctly complete the statements.

The structures that a nlant cell has that an animal cell does not have are mitochondria,
plasmodesmata v : an organelle andceu x wall v large central endoplasmic
reticulum, vacuole « cnloroplasts i and plastids + a1nd Golgi apparatus . The
structures an animal cell has that a olant cell does not have are thylakoids ,
lysosomes « *allnd centrosomes v *..1

i | 6/7 C Retry

Figure 1. In accordance with the information from the course reading, the
HS5P exercise (Molnar & Gair, 2015) should accept “cell wall” as a correct
response.

The act of giving feedback extends beyond grading assessments and includes the
interpersonal interactions between the student and the instructor. These interactions
serve to confirm that the learning objectives are being met and, if not, how to improve.
The independent, virtual learning environment of Open Learning may lead to students
feeling isolated from the instructor and from classmates. Vague and disingenuous
feedback could compound the feeling of isolation. If support is not available from the
instructor or from course materials, students’ distress may manifest as cries for help on
social media (https://www.reddit.com/r/tru/comments/1872zxd/stat1201). As an
approach to minimize stress on students, instructors should give meaningful feedback
that has specific, concrete advice.

Summary

e The context of the learning activity determines the type of feedback: corrective
versus explanatory, immediate versus delayed, and automated versus
personalized.

e Ensure learners receive messages that are meaningful and consistent with the
information from the course content.
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Media Attributions

Unless otherwise noted, all figures were created by Jung-Lynn Jonathan Yang under a
CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.
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