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Introduction


It’s common knowledge and widely accepted that feedback matters. It is central to teaching and learning, helping students to progress and informing the teacher about the next steps they take in the classroom. However, how and when to give feedback to learners doesn’t hold the same level of consensus among the teaching profession. There has been much debate, disagreement and confusion as to how and the frequency with which feedback is delivered.

Different feedback fads come and go (and hopefully some of those feedback fads have had their day!), but despite education being vulnerable to trends and cycles, feedback is here to stay. Feedback deserves its place in the classroom, but it is essential feedback does not contribute to the teacher recruitment and retention crisis, pushing hardworking and dedicated teachers out of the classroom due to the unrealistic workload demands. For too long, feedback (or specifically written marking) has dominated precious teacher time and drained energy from educators. A shift has happened towards a more efficient, effective and evidence-informed approach to feedback, but this needs to be widespread and understood by all stakeholders across the school community.

For many years, written feedback was prioritised over other methods of providing feedback (and arguably this still rings true in some schools/countries). This was mainly because written feedback allows the teacher to evidence the provision of feedback. However, the focus shouldn’t be on the evidence of feedback; the priority should be the evidence of progress because of feedback. Written feedback in the form of marking can easily dominate teachers’ planning, preparation and assessment (PPA) time and encroach upon their evenings and weekends. It has been common practice for teachers to tick the feedback box by providing lengthy written comments on every page of a student class book. As stated, the real evidence is demonstrated in the progress students make, and this can be seen through an improvement in written and verbal responses, an increase in student confidence and their ability to understand, recall and develop. Progress is the result and evidence of feedback.

There has been a transition from the lengthy written comments and expectations of endless marking, but no marking does not equate to no feedback. A no-marking policy can and should still include opportunities to provide written feedback.

Verbal feedback has always taken place in lessons, from one-to-one interactions to group conversations or whole-class feedback. Younger learners can only access verbal feedback. Students with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) may find it easier to grasp verbal feedback, with the same principle being applied to teaching English as an additional language (EAL). Practical-based subjects often need verbal feedback to guide the lesson and can often be the only logistical option.

Verbal feedback delivered live in a lesson is not without its challenges. Most notably, with larger classes, the time and opportunities for face-to-face feedback conversations with individuals can be limited. Another factor to consider with verbal feedback is the limitations of working memory. Working memory capacity does increase as children develop, but at secondary level students will reach the limits of their working memory capacity – like that of an adult. Working memory is limited by capacity and duration (how much information can be held and for how long). How is this linked to verbal feedback? The teacher might provide feedback to a student who is responsive and clearly engaged, but who, shortly afterwards, is seen to repeat the errors addressed earlier in the lesson. To prevent this, verbal feedback should be acted on, or consolidated, immediately through its recording (for example, writing it down in the page margin) and so making the feedback much less likely to be forgotten by the student.

The teacher is the expert in the room, and this is also true when it comes to providing feedback. Students are novices; they aren’t trained to provide feedback, and it is not something that can be done well without any guidance or support. For peer assessment to be an effective use of time, students must value and respect the feedback from their peers, but it also needs to be helpful and actionable.

There are pros and cons (pay-offs and trade-offs) with every feedback technique, and in the early years of my career I was strongly against peer assessment. I felt this was a waste of valuable lesson time, and I believed it was more of a hindrance than a help. On reflection, I had not prepared, guided or supported my students on peer feedback. Instructions focused on swapping books and using the correct colour pen. After spending time modelling, explaining, demonstrating and sharing examples, students in my classes became skilled at providing feedback for each other. This was a significant turning point in my career, and now I am an enthusiastic advocate for peer assessment and feedback in the classroom.

Dylan Wiliam (2017) has argued that the main purpose of feedback is to improve the student and not the work, and I agree with this. If classwork, or home learning tasks, has improved then this is clearly a positive development. However, if the work improves but the student has not then the feedback hasn’t had the desired impact. The secret to effective feedback is the student – the student holds the key to unlock success and progress! What the student does with the feedback is crucial, so it is important that students of all ages understand its role and purpose. Conversations and explanations about what feedback is (and what it isn’t) can be very helpful. Providing time for students to read/listen to, reflect upon and engage with feedback is essential. The need to ensure that students understand the feedback and can act upon it to progress learning can be easily overlooked or underestimated, but again, to reference Wiliam (2017), ‘The only thing that matters with the feedback is what the learner does with it.’

As an author I have developed a wide range of skills, and key among these is the ability to monitor my progress, self-check and correct. I can identify errors and I seek feedback from others. Through regular reflection and redrafting I have improved as a writer and grown in confidence. Similarly, when students take ownership of their learning and possess the skills and desire to improve through self-assessment, progress can be accelerated. This is also something with which the teacher can support the learner, through modelling, instructing and monitoring. There will be tasks that students complete that are not suitable for peer or self-assessment, but the teacher can use their professional judgement and expertise to decide which feedback technique to use and when.

Whole-class feedback has certainly grown in popularity in the last decade. The lack of (not an absence of) substantial research in this area is overshadowed by the volume of teacher enthusiasm. Teacher voice is powerful and must be heard. We can learn from teacher experience just as we learn from published evidence. Many teachers have shared through social media, blogs, books and events how whole-class feedback has positively impacted their teaching and their students’ learning. Despite the widespread adoption of whole-class feedback as a technique, the potential for feedback ‘lethal mutation’ remains. As with any feedback technique, implementation and the response from students are crucial to its success and meaningful impact.

Artificial intelligence (AI) is currently dominating headlines and social media globally. There is much speculation about how AI can be used in teaching, alongside general concerns and fears about the potential abuse of AI in education. Feedback can be generated through AI and some teachers and schools are already using tools to do so, whereas others are perhaps reluctant or just not ready to. AI can support teacher workload by providing detailed real-time feedback to students, offering more frequent feedback and prompts to learners without loading unrealistic demands onto the teacher. There are ethical factors to consider however, around transparency and ensuring students know the origin of the feedback they receive. Research is currently being undertaken to assess the value and effectiveness of AI as a feedback tool, and this is a field educators closely observe and think about. AI has the potential to offer thorough, personalised, specific, unbiased and objective feedback, but the ‘human in the loop’ – the teacher – will need to be involved, from monitoring and quality assurance to using the information generated to inform next steps in the classroom. There is a wide range of tech tools, apps and websites that can also provide feedback to students and teachers, many of which I can recommend from my own experiences in the classroom (and during the pandemic with online teaching, they proved to be very helpful!).

When I asked ChatGPT how AI can provide feedback in the classroom, a range of methods were listed. ChatGPT concluded the answer with the following statement:


‘It’s important to note that while AI can provide valuable feedback, it should complement rather than replace human educators. Human interaction, mentorship, and personalised feedback remain crucial for a well-rounded educational experience. The combination of AI and human expertise can create a more effective and efficient learning environment.’



It is important to view AI as an assistant to the teacher (and student) while also being cognisant of the debate surrounding the role of AI in education.

After working in several schools (as a teacher, leader and in my consultancy role), I have reflected on what makes feedback effective. I believe there should be a consistent approach to feedback across a school or multi-academy trust (MAT) with aligned principles, but context trumps consistency in terms of the practice. Feedback in Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) is different to feedback in a Year 6 classroom. Feedback in a maths lesson naturally varies from feedback in an English lesson. The underlying approaches and principles remain the same and the practice should not be dictated by a strict policy but instead chosen by the experts – the classroom teachers.

The whole-school approaches to feedback I advocate are simple, clear and, in my opinion, easy to implement. Approaches to feedback should (in no particular order):


[image: Flowchart showing three principles for teacher feedback: “Be evidence-informed” (guided by research), “Be workload friendly” (avoiding burnout), and “Move learning forward” (ensuring students engage with and understand the advice).]


Extended Descriptions
Detailed flowchart explains three core principles for effective teacher feedback using three gray boxes with arrows pointing to corresponding descriptions. “Be evidence-informed” suggests using available research to guide effective and efficient feedback methods. “Be workload friendly” emphasizes that feedback should not absorb an unrealistic amount of time, allowing for other professional duties. Finally, “Move learning forward” notes that feedback must be engaging and clear to prevent student progress from stagnating.


These whole-school feedback principles are inspired by the research literature and available evidence. The principles of feedback, regardless of the age of the student, subject or topic, should be:


[image: Flowchart detailing three feedback criteria: “Understandable” (clarity on how to improve), “Helpful” (moving learning forward), and “Actionable” (providing tasks and time for students to respond to the feedback).]


Extended Descriptions
Detailed flowchart describes three pillars of effective student feedback, each shown in a gray box with an arrow pointing to its explanation. “Understandable” emphasizes that students must comprehend the feedback and know how to improve. “Helpful” stresses that feedback is only effective if it assists the learner in progressing forward. Finally, “Actionable” suggests teachers provide specific tasks and time for students to act on the feedback provided.


Feedback techniques and practices, as mentioned, will vary depending on context. Below are some key factors when considering feedback practices.



[image: Flowchart showing three feedback principles: “Context driven” (adapting to age and subject), “Varied” (using different methods like verbal or written), and “Informed” (aligning with school-wide strategies and principles).]


Extended Descriptions
Detailed flowchart describes three additional principles of classroom feedback using grey boxes and arrows. “Context driven” identifies teachers as experts who adapt feedback for different ages and subjects. “Varied” encourages using diverse methods, from individual to whole-class and verbal to digital. Lastly, “Informed by the approaches and principles” stresses that all feedback strategies and resources must align with the overall school-wide standards and principles.


There is a wealth of evidence regarding feedback in the school environment, but this book focuses on practical classroom techniques, tips and tools. I have explored the evidence base in the book Feedback: Strategies to Support Teacher Workload and Improve Pupil Progress (2024). This book contains 85 feedback resources, so there will be plenty of practical examples that readers can take away to trial and implement in their classroom (and decide which techniques are not
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