GIVING FEEDBACK TO AID LEARNING

Feedback from others can be a powerful source of learning.  Its effectiveness will depend on a number of factors including:

· the relationship between the receiver and the giver of feedback


e.g. does the receiver value the opinion of the giver?


Is trust and mutual respect present?

· the context in which the feedback is given

e.g. is it given and received as an accepted and welcomed part of learning?


Is it given at an appropriate time and place?

· the intention of the person offering feedback

e.g. does the giver intend solely to help the development of the receiver, as opposed to reprimanding, flattering, displaying knowledge, soliciting gratitude?

· the nature of the feedback


is it:
· respectful?

· honest?

· couched in simple language. i.e. not obscure or indirect

· appropriate to the level of the learner and the task?

· offered, not forced, upon the receiver?

· focused on behaviour observed rather than on ascribed character traits or personality?
does it include specific examples?

The following phrases helpful when giving feedback:

I noticed that followed by an example of a specific piece of behaviour e.g. that you spoke rather quickly during the first few minutes

I wondered if e.g. you were feeling confident as you seemed to respond without hesitation to questions.

I was interested to see e.g. that you offered an alternative interpretation when...

A SEQUENCE FOR FEEDBACK

The person who has been observed, the learner, should not be asked to say what went well as the first step.  If we stick with the principle of starting where the learner is, then he or she should choose what to say first.  This may well be something with which s/he was not happy.  This choice of starting point provides a chance to express any pent-up frustration or anxiety and frees the learner to move-on, rather than having to hold-back feelings.  Gentle encouragement can be given to identify other areas if all that is said seems to be negative.


Once the learner has said all that s/he wishes to say at this point, then feedback can be offered.

I suggest that this is given chronologically, rather than in terms of what went well and less well, for the following reasons:

a) Sometimes this process results in the "good news" being discounted, or as being seen merely as an attempt to soften the main message.  "Waiting for the bad news", as learners sometimes describe it, is avoided by a chronological report.

b) Chronological feedback helps learners to re-run the session in their mind's eye, so that remembering what they were thinking, feeling, intending, at a given moment, is facilitated.  This process tends to be hampered if feedback is dealt with under the heading of "what went well" followed by "what went less well", as has become the convention in some circles, following David Pendelton's useful writings on teaching consultation skills.  These headings can be helpful but one of their drawbacks is that they tend to remove the learning from its context.  In addition, observers in this system are asked to judge a piece of behaviour rather than describe it.


c) If feedback matches up to the criteria suggested on page 1, then it will be free, to some extent, of the observer's judgements about its value.  Shared judgements can then emerge in a dialogue between the giver and the receiver of feedback.  I believe that when this happens the learning process is enhanced and the learner feels a greater sense of control.  This is important since it is, of course, ultimately the learner who makes decisions about what to retain and build-on, or modify and discard.  Discussion of what occurred, before a judgement is reached, contributes to the richness of the learning process and emphasises the role of the learner as the agent of change.


d) Some behaviour, maybe a great deal of it, is so complex that it fails to fit neatly into distinct categories.  Feedback that is given in a chronological order removes the need to assign a single positive or negative label to rich and multi-faceted interactions. 
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