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ABSTRACT

Student frustration with the level and content of feedback is well-noted,
especially in relation to new or unfamiliar assessment types. At the same
time, students are often unlikely to engage with marking and feedback
processes, including the use of rubrics or marking criteria before submission. The aim of this project was to build students’ assessment and feedback literacy through engagement sessions both before and after
submission in two departments at a UK university. Following discussions
with students on their perceptions of feedback, assessment-specific marking criteria were developed. Students were provided with an opportunity
to discuss these criteria and assess exemplars before submission and then,
after return of marks, discussed the helpfulness of the feedback provided.
Feedback Studio® was used to provide electronic feedback via comment
libraries, general comments and qualitative rubrics. Both staff and students
found that the combination of engagement sessions and online feedback
was a positive improvement, although questions were raised about the
timing and frequency of engagement sessions and students’ ability to
apply marking criteria to their own work. The conclusions summarise
recommendations for the use of timetabled engagement sessions to support students in the use of assessment-specific marking criteria.
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Introduction
From feedback received after the receipt of National Student Survey (NSS) results, students in
two departments at a UK university expressed frustration with the criteria used to mark their
coursework assessments. While some students knew that departmental criteria were available,
they questioned to what extent ‘generically’ worded criteria could be applied to a given assessment in a specific module. Students admitted that they were unlikely to read marking criteria
posted online or provided in handbooks, even if they had been directed toward them. Moreover,
because they struggled to interpret and apply the criteria to their own work, the students
assumed that their markers would also struggle to apply the criteria equitably. Students continued to insist that marks were inevitably unfair, dependent more on the personality of the
marker than on the quality of their own work.
The frustration voiced by students echoes a recurrent theme in the literature. Students
struggle to understand academic standards when they are presented in the form of written
criteria or rubrics (Rust, Price, and O’Donovan 2003; O’Donovan, Price, and Rust 2004; Carless
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2006, 2015). While one significant challenge lies in the wording and structure of the criteria, in
that students find it difficult to apply written criteria to their own work without guidance from
staff (Orsmond, Merry, and Reiling 1996), a second substantial challenge lies in the students’
misconception that criteria outline explicit standards (i.e. directives or instructions). For the
academic staff who develop criteria, the rubrics serve less as explicit guidelines and more as
frameworks for the application of implicit evaluative skills, acquired over numerous years of
learning and teaching within the discipline (Bloxham, Boyd, and Orr 2011; Bloxham and Boyd
2012). This divide between student and staff expectations is compounded when the criteria
aim to articulate more complex or higher-level tasks, since these are more often ‘tacit’ and
implicit to the discipline (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2004).
This project sought to engage students with marking criteria that were comprehensible and
specific to given assessments. Numerous studies have noted the value in teaching students to
develop the same evaluative skills used by academic staff (e.g. Sadler 1989; Nicol and
Macfarlane-Dick 2004; Bell, Mladenovic, and Price 2013), particularly through the use of marking
criteria (Case 2007; Koshy 2009; Panadero and Jonsson 2013; Jonsson 2014) and exemplars
(Bandura 1986; Handley and Williams 2011; Carless and Chan 2017). Despite the widespread
encouragement to engage students with marking rubrics, several further challenges have been
noted in the literature. The provision of marking criteria does not in and of itself enhance
learning (Jonsson and Svingby 2007; Panadero and Jonsson 2013), and detailed rubrics may
lead students to focus on the mechanics of the task rather than on more complex skills and
content (Norton 2004). Substantial contact time may also be required, as students do not necessarily engage with either criteria or marked exemplars of their own volition (Handley and
Williams 2011). Given the tension between the benefits and challenges of engaging students
with marking, Panadero and Jonsson (2013) suggested more research was needed into the
compound effects of using rubrics alongside additional learning and teaching activities.
Our project took up the call for further research, building on the findings from the literature.
Rather than simply pointing out errors in student work, ideal feedback would be personal
(Beaumont, O’Doherty, and Shannon 2011) and would establish a dialogue between students and
markers (Moscrop and Beaumont 2017). Although the dialogue need not be in person, students
agreed that it should allow markers to pose questions and suggest further lines of enquiry that
students could pursue in their own time. Academic staff in the two departments expressed discomfort with such expectations, particularly from the perspective of their own workload (Winstone
and Carless 2019), noting that it would be impossible to provide detailed and individualised
feedback for all students, especially if it had to meet the standards of ‘dialogue’.
One potential solution to this is the implementation of electronic assessment and feedback
software. A number of studies have reviewed online tools for assessment and feedback, highlighting how online comment libraries and feedback tools can increase the speed and efficiency
of marking (Case 2007; Henderson 2008; Burrows and Shortis 2011; Buckley and Cowap 2013).
In particular, several studies (e.g. Henderson-Brooks 2016; Özbek 2016) have noted how Feedback
Studio® enables markers to tag specific aspects of students’ work with pre-set comments: a
function that lessens staff workload while also facilitating more detailed comments that may
be perceived by students as a form of dialogue. Online assessment also has a seemingly greater
capacity to engage students with feedback (Chang et al. 2012; Stone 2014), although the electronic format alone is not enough to ensure student engagement. Stone (2014) has proposed
further studies into whether feedback ‘dialogues’ might encourage further student engagement
with online feedback.
This project aimed to increase student engagement in the assessment process by developing
assessment-specific marking criteria and using exemplars in timetabled engagement sessions
to introduce students to grading methods. A second aim was to trial Feedback Studio® to
provide electronic feedback in a dialogic style using comment libraries, general feedback comments, and qualitative rubrics.
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Method
Data were collected from undergraduate students undertaking two modules: a second-year
(Level 5) Graduate Employability Skills module and a third-year (Level 6) Bioremediation module
(Table 1). The following year, data were collected from students undertaking three modules: a
first-year (Level 4) Microbiology module and the same Employability and Bioremediation modules
(Table 2). These modules were all 10 credits and selected as they included formats of summative
in-course assessments that were unfamiliar to students; this ensured that students had few
pre-conceived ideas about the structure and content of the assessment and little or no expectation of the format of feedback to be received.
For the Employability module, students submitted a reflective log, which required students
to plan goals using the ‘STAR’ format (Situation, Task, Action, Results), outline ‘SMART’ targets
(Specific, Measureable, Achievable, Realistic, Timebound), and engage with the University’s
Graduate Skills Framework. This type of assessment was atypical of the rest of their course,
especially in the level of personal reflection required. The assessed coursework for Bioremediation
was a grant application that required the students to produce a rationale and plan of work for
a novel research idea. The inclusion of the Microbiology module in the second project year
further allowed us to measure the success of the project on a considerably larger scale. The
Microbiology module involved a laboratory report, which many students had not completed
prior to starting university.
Preliminary discussions asked students to define ideal feedback; they preferred comments
made directly on their work and suggested that these should indicate how they could improve
as well as identify how specific areas of their work either did or did not meet expectations
outlined in the criteria. These initial conversations informed our development of three types of
engagement sessions, which were conducted with students across the two project years (Tables
1 and 2). All engagement sessions were conducted during timetabled sessions by an independent facilitator not involved in the delivery of the modules. The facilitator used audience-response
software to ask students a combination of structured multiple-choice questions and semi-structured
questions and probes.
The first two types of sessions were held before students submitted their assessments. The
first engagement sessions (Type 1) were conducted early in the delivery of a module and covered topics related to the module assessment and feedback in general and discussed issues
such as the purpose of feedback, how students use specific types of feedback, and what ideal
Table 1. Modules and in-course assessments for Project Year One.
Module Title
Graduate
Employability
Skills
Bioremediation

Level

Number of
Students

% Weighting

Assessment

5

47

30%

Reflective Log in
STAR format

6

49

50%

Grant Application

Engagement
Session
Type
Type
Type
Type
Type

1
2
3
2
3

Table 2. Modules and in-course assessments for Project Year Two.
Module Title

Level

Number of
Students

% Weighting

Assessment

Engagement
Session

Microbiology

4

184

6%

Graduate
Employability
Skills
Bioremediation

5

45

30%

Laboratory
Report
Reflective Log in
STAR format

Type 1
Type 2
Type 2

6

33

50%

Grant Application

Type 2
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feedback would look like. These sessions were designed to gather information about students’
expectations of feedback, what they liked and what they found useful, and their level of prior
knowledge of the assessment topic. The outcomes from these sessions informed our approach
to creating new assessment-specific marking criteria (see Online Supplemental Material I for
examples) and subsequent engagement sessions.
To address our initial aim of engaging students in the assessment process, a second type of
engagement session (Type 2) was conducted once students had received instructions on a
specific assessment but prior to submission. These sessions were designed to give students an
opportunity to act as assessors by using example assessments to familiarise them with marking
criteria and encourage application of the criteria to their own work before submission. The
exemplars presented were excerpts from previously submitted assessments of the same type
(Orsmond, Merry, and Reiling 2002). These sessions introduced students to the assessment-specific
criteria, gave them the opportunity to assign grade ranges to examples of previous assessments,
and asked them to compare samples of previous work, following the preparatory guidance
component of Beaumont, O’Doherty, and Shannon’s (2011) dialogic feedback cycle.
Following the Type 2 sessions, students submitted their assessments electronically through
Turnitin® embedded in Blackboard. In all modules, the module leaders marked the submissions.
To address our second aim, markers used Feedback Studio® to provide an overall mark supported
by three types of online feedback: (i) comments from a library supplemented with individual
comments; (ii) a summary comment considering the piece of work as a whole; and (iii) a qualitative rubric to indicate which grade range the student had achieved for each criterion (Kostka
and Maliborska 2016). Assessment-specific library comments were generated that aligned with
the criteria. The comments reflected the full spectrum of grade ranges and allowed students
to see why they had achieved a certain grade range and what they needed to do to achieve
the next, higher range. In accordance with the university policy on moderation, a portion of
submissions were moderated by an independent academic who ensured an appropriate mark
was awarded in-line with the comments and rubric.
The third type (Type 3) of engagement session evaluated the students’ opinions of having
assessment-specific criteria and the use of Feedback Studio®. Type 3 sessions evaluated the
usefulness of marking criteria and different types of feedback comments, whether students
preferred electronic feedback, and if they wanted to receive more electronic feedback in subsequent modules. Type 3 sessions were only held in the first project year.
In all three engagement sessions, the percentage of students selecting each response for
each question was recorded. Additional data were collected through Likert-style structured
questions and free-text comments using module evaluation questionnaires in both project years.
Module evaluation questionnaires gave the percentage response rate of students completing
the questionnaire, a numerical score out of five for each Likert-style question, and free-text
comments. Following receipt of the student feedback, the markers reflected on both the student
experience and their own experiences of the assessment, marking and feedback process.

Results
Type 1 engagement sessions
Type 1 engagement sessions were conducted to gather information about students’ expectations
of feedback. In the first project year, 42 Employability students gave their opinions on feedback,
both generally and specifically in relation to this module. Answers to open-ended questions
indicated a variety of beliefs about the purpose of feedback: to help students improve, to justify
the mark, to explain what was done poorly/well, to provide a sense that markers care about
the work produced. Students were asked, using a multiple-choice question, to determine whether
low-scoring work should receive more feedback than high-scoring work. Responses were split
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approximately equally between ‘yes’, ‘no’ and ‘I’m not sure/it depends’ (32%, 39% and 29%
respectively), with students commenting that low-scoring work should expect to receive more
feedback because there was more that could be done to improve; at the same time, high-scoring
work should still receive feedback to explain why it was successful and how it could be further
improved.
Students were asked for their thoughts on two markers’ comments on exemplar essays at
opposite ends of the grade spectrum. In one, the marker made overall comments about poor
grammar, the poor use of figures, and a lack of evidence in some parts. In the other, the marker
pointed to a particular figure and suggested that it should have been inserted in the text
earlier. Students commented that, from the first example, they would know what to think about
for next time and would be able to focus their attention appropriately. They found the second
example too much like spoon-feeding and thought that the recommendation would be difficult
to transfer to future assessments. The students suggested that a comment that was more
open-ended (e.g. think about organisation of figures) would be more useful, even if it was
tagged to a specific part of the work.
Eighty-three percent of students agreed with the statement that ‘specific comments from
the marker are useful for improving work’, even though it came up in general discussion that
specific comments can feel like spoon-feeding. Students thought that general comments can
be useful if they direct them back to a particular part of the piece of work (a paragraph or
section) and that it is worth highlighting a specific mistake but not to indicate it every time
they do the same thing (e.g. a misused semi-colon). A further question asked whether students
would prefer to receive ‘fewer, more general comments’ (0% of responses), ‘specific comments
linked to particular aspects of a piece of work’ (30% of responses), or a ‘mix of both’ (70% of
responses). When shown a broad general comment given at the end of a piece of work, 74%
agreed that they would not know how to connect this to specific flaws in their work. Eighty-six
percent of students agreed that grammatical and stylistic comments were useful but only ‘as
long as I know what they refer to’. Sixty percent agreed that it would be helpful to have positive
and constructive feedback comments clearly distinguished from each other (in different
colours etc.).
Students thought they would find it helpful to measure their success against specific categories and would not find it confusing if they achieved very different marks in different criteria
across a marking rubric. However, they did comment that it can be confusing if they did not
know the weighting of the individual criteria. Ninety-seven percent of students found it helpful
when feedback was linked to marking criteria.
Type 1 engagement sessions were conducted to gather information about students’ level of
prior knowledge of the assessment topic. In the first project year, first-year Microbiology students
were required to write a laboratory report in the style of a scientific paper. Following submission, it was clear that many students found this assignment challenging. Therefore, in the second
project year, a Type 1 engagement session was held with 10 participants to find out what
experience students had of writing laboratory reports. Only one student was sure that they had
written a laboratory report previously, four students thought they might have written something
that would count as a laboratory report, and five students had no prior experience of writing
laboratory reports.
Students were presented with four possible titles for a laboratory report. Two were too broad,
one was acceptable for an undergraduate laboratory report, and one was phrased similarly to
that of a published paper. Sixty percent of students identified the one that was acceptable for
an undergraduate report as the best title, with only one student choosing the title similar to
a published paper as the best. The students could easily describe the basic conventions for
writing a laboratory report, e.g. writing in the third person, correct species nomenclature. There
was a lot of uncertainty around the phrase ‘Materials and methods’, which is very commonly
used in published scientific work, and uncertainty about whether lists of equipment and safety
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measures should be included (they normally are not). There was also confusion with the level
of detail needed to describe laboratory techniques. Regarding figures, students were aware of
the need to include units, be consistent with significant figures, and use appropriate statistical
tests. However, there was mixed familiarity with the use of figure numbers and legends. Eighty
percent of students correctly identified the best figure from three presented. There was similar
confusion between the content of a results section when compared to that of a discussion
section.
The results of the Type 1 Employability engagement session informed the phrasing of marking
criteria and comment libraries as well as influencing how markers used the comment libraries
(e.g. highlighting specific grammatical errors only on first occurrence). The results of the Type
1 engagement session in Microbiology influenced the phrasing of the assessment-specific criteria
and the content of a Type 2 session engaging students with the criteria.

Type 2 engagement sessions
In the first project year, Employability students were given the reflective log criteria before
attending a Type 2 engagement session to discuss these. Seventy-five percent of students
thought it was useful to have criteria in advance of the session. The students emphasised that
this session was particularly useful because the assessment was very different to others they
had done and they were not sure how to approach it. Students valued talking through the
criteria and seeing examples of other students’ work (34% and 62% respectively rated these
aspects as the ‘most useful’ aspect of the session). Students were asked to mark and then rank
three exemplars of reflective logs. Two of five groups correctly identified the exemplar that had
received a first-class mark, but two of the groups misidentified the work that had received a
2:2 as having received a first (see Online Supplemental Material II for exemplars).
In the same module in the following academic year, a similar Type 2 session was held.
Students were also asked to assign grade ranges to example pieces of work from the previous
year. There was variability in how accurately students were able to award grades. When asked
to grade an example situation/task section, 57% of students identified the correct range (2:1);
41% of students correctly awarded a third to an example action section; and 81% of students
correctly gave an example results section a first-class mark (Table 3). This suggests that students
were more likely to assign a correct grade range to the results section. However, when asked
to rank examples from highest to lowest, 59% students correctly ranked the situation/task
examples, but only 12% and 17% of students, respectively, correctly ranked examples of the
action and results parts (see Online Supplemental Material II). After the session, 96% felt more
confident about using criteria.
Type 2 engagement sessions in Microbiology gave students an opportunity to grade exemplars
and discuss marking criteria with peers and academic staff. Forty-five percent of 134 participants
had used criteria to prepare for an assessment. Although 45% had read a research paper, 43%
did not know what writing up an experiment in the ‘format of a scientific paper’ meant and
only 23% were confident that they had written a laboratory report before. When asked to grade
Table 3. Percentage of Graduate Employability Skills students assigning grade ranges to exemplars for
‘Situation/Task’, ‘Action’ and ‘Results’.
Grade Range Awarded by Students (%)
Section of
Assessment
Third Class
2:2
2:1
Situation/Task
0
29
57*
Action
41*
44
4
Results
8
7
4
*Indicates, for each section, the grade range within which the mark awarded by the marker fell.

First Class
14
11
81*
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an example results section, 43% of students correctly assigned a 2:2 mark with 23% of students
assigning a mark lower than this and 34% assigning a higher mark. This was in contrast to the
situation when asked to identify the most highly-scoring title from a choice of three; 77% of
students identified the correct one in this case. In subsequent questions, 92% of students identified the most highly-scoring extract from a materials and methods section from a choice of
two, but only 74% were sure that including a list of safety equipment was not required. Sixty-four
percent of students correctly identified that an example figure did not have a legend.
In Bioremediation, 33 students attended a Type 2 engagement session that introduced the
marking criteria (provided in advance). These criteria included the different sections of the
assessment and components that applied to the whole piece of work. When asked whether
they had previously used criteria to help with their work, 70% indicated that they had whereas
30% had never done so. Sixty-seven percent of students indicated that they were fairly or very
likely to read and use feedback (on this assessment or in general), but 4% said they were
unlikely to do so. When asked similar questions in the Type 2 engagement session in the second
project year, comparable responses were received: 80% indicated they had used criteria in the
past, 76% indicated that they were fairly or very likely to read and use feedback (on this
assessment or in general), and 6% said they were unlikely to do so.
In marking the exemplars in the first project year, only 4% of students correctly identified
the first-class rationale example (with 46% of students marking that example as a 2:2; Table
4A). Respectively, 84% and 75% of students correctly marked the 2:1 and 2:2 rationale examples.
In assessing the methodology exemplars, 40% correctly identified the first-class work, with 72%
and 80% accurately marking the 2:1 and 2:2 examples. A similar pattern was observed in the
second year (Table 4B). For this assessment, these results suggest students find it more challenging to accurately identify first-class work compared to exemplars from lower grade ranges.

Type 3 engagement sessions
To evaluate students’ opinions of assessment-specific criteria and using Feedback Studio® to
provide electronic feedback, Type 3 engagement sessions were held following receipt of assessment feedback. After return of feedback in the Employability module in the first project year,
Table 4.
A Percentage of Bioremediation students assigning grade ranges to three exemplars for ‘Rationale’ and
‘Methodology’
Grade Range Awarded by Students (%)
Section of Assessment
Rationale example 1
Rationale example 2
Rationale example 3
Methodology example 1
Methodology example 2
Methodology example 3

2:2
46
4
75*
12
20
80*

2:1
50
84*
25
48
72*
8

First Class
4*
12
0
40*
8
12

B
Grade Range Awarded by Students (%)
Section of Assessment
2:2
2:1
First Class
Rationale example 1
23
69
8*
Rationale example 2
28
61*
11
Rationale example 3
71*
29
0
Methodology example 1
0
59
41*
Methodology example 2
39
44*
17
Methodology example 3
82*
18
0
*Indicates, for each section, the grade range within which the mark awarded by the marker fell in Project Year 1 (A) and
Project Year 2 (B)
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44 students participated in a Type 3 engagement session. Student responses were largely
positive, with 81% of students recognising the phrases from the criteria in the feedback comments, and 80% of students suggesting that electronic marking encouraged or provided more
positive feedback than they would normally receive. Fifty-three percent preferred electronic
feedback to a pro-forma or handwritten mark sheet, 69% thought electronic marking made it
easier to give or to understand grammatical/style comments, and 79% of students would like
to see electronic feedback implemented in more modules.
One concern with using feedback comment libraries is that students do not perceive the
comments as being specific to them or their work. Whilst 50% of students found the comments
specific to the assessment (or highlighted text within the assessment), 50% did not. Some of
the students felt that the comments were linked to specific parts of the text and so were
specific to them, whereas others felt that the comments were too generic.
Nine Bioremediation students attended a Type 3 engagement session in the first project year
and were asked if it was useful to have criteria in advance; 75% indicated that it was.
Bioremediation students responded more positively than Employability students with 100% of
Bioremediation students answering ‘yes’ to a range of questions: e.g. ‘Do you prefer electronic
feedback (to feedback on a proforma or mark sheet)?’; ‘Do you think electronic marking encourages or provides more positive feedback?’; ‘Do you find these comments specific to the piece
of work?’; and ‘Would you have liked to have received more electronic feedback in other
modules?’
In the module evaluation questionnaire for Bioremediation in the first project year (41%
response rate), the average score for agreement with ‘I have received helpful feedback during
the module’ was 4.8/5.0. When asked about the best features of the module, students
responded: ‘the sessions to help with coursework were really good as well as the feedback for the
assignment’; ‘the coursework was interesting and the online marking aspect of it was very helpful
with regards to feedback’; ‘the feedback from the lecturer was first-class – including the use of
electronic marking etc’.
For Bioremediation in the second project year (42% response rate), agreement with ‘I have
received helpful feedback during the module, course or unit’ was 4.5/5.0. Comments included:
‘I found the tutorial on aiming for the best grade by using marking schemes very useful, not only in
this module but in others during the semester. I would recommend this be set at the beginning of
term so that students can make the most of this technique during first semester also’.
Overall, the students were positive regarding the use of rubrics to indicate which grade
range they had achieved for each criterion, with student comments including: ‘this [the rubric]
was the most useful aspect of the electronic feedback as this helped me to gauge which areas of
the assignment I was lacking and therefore where I would need to focus my improvement for future
work’, ‘it also helped me to understand why I had received the mark I had in relation to the criteria
for each section and thus why my overall grade was within a certain grade boundary’ and ‘I think
the automated comments and marking rubric make the marker more fair as it ensures they connect
each section of work to the relevant criteria section’.

Discussion
This study aimed to increase student engagement in the assessment process. Type 1 engagement sessions with Employability students provided information on the phrasing and use of
feedback comments preferred by students. These were used when developing assessment-specific
criteria that could be easily understood by both students and markers. For Microbiology students, Type 1 sessions were used to gauge prior knowledge that influenced criteria and the
content of Type 2 engagement sessions. Students were then provided the opportunity to use
criteria in a ‘safe’ environment to mark exemplars thereby encouraging them to apply marking
criteria to their own assessments before submission.

Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education

9

Type 1 engagement sessions
The Type 1 sessions highlighted that there is a variability of student expectations and preferences regarding feedback, possibly tying in to the multiple functions that feedback can have.
It was clear that students do not want just one type of feedback (Snowden, Daley-Yates, and
Halsall 2016). There appears to be a definite preference amongst students to be given some
overall comments in addition to specific comments (even if it is just an overall synopsis). There
was a clear appreciation of marking against a rubric. Use of the rubric was important for
improving perceived inconsistencies between multiple markers (Hack 2013; Reed, Watmough,
and Duvall 2015), with students considering that marking was fairer. It is possible that this
perceived increase in fairness was caused by the increased transparency in marking (Jonsson
2014), with students having a better understanding of why they received the overall summative
mark. It is encouraging that students perceived a benefit to being marked against each criterion
and would not find it confusing to be marked differently on each one.
The Microbiology session was particularly useful as it informed the content of the Type 2
session that followed. The Type 1 session was very enlightening about what students did and
did not know about laboratory reports. As a result, the Type 2 session was revised to focus on
more fundamental aspects of report writing. The Type 1 focus groups indicated that students
were often familiar with the mechanics of writing in a particular style and able to pick out
mistakes in these areas, but there was more uncertainty around more advanced skills (e.g. the
level of detail needed for different laboratory techniques). There is a value to using exemplars
(Orsmond, Merry, and Reiling 2002; Handley and Williams 2011), but their use in Type 1 sessions
worked best when it was strategic and limited. Attention should be paid to the exemplars
chosen for these sessions, since they serve as the students’ initial introduction to the material
and format of the assessment.
Careful consideration needs to be given to the timing and audience of Type 1 sessions. They
do not necessarily need to be conducted every year, but perhaps when there is a change in
curriculum at pre-university level or on occasions when an unfamiliar style of assessment is
being introduced. They can also be used partly as a staff development exercise to evaluate
students’ perceptions of feedback and assist with the planning of teaching materials. Delivering
module-specific sessions facilitates richer discussions on individual assessment types.

Type 2 engagement sessions
Students appreciated marking criteria being available in advance of a face-to-face session with
a member of teaching staff but the majority of students felt they understood the criteria more
clearly after one of these sessions. We hypothesise that this is partly due to students’ unfamiliarity with these particular pieces of work, a phenomenon also seen by Bell, Mladenovic, and
Price (2013). The increased understanding of marking criteria following the session highlights
the importance of engaging students with the criteria and not simply making assessment
resources available only online or in a handbook (Beaumont, O’Doherty, and Shannon 2011;
Jones et al. 2017). As identified by Watkins et al. (2014), the success of implementing Feedback
Studio® relies on students receiving clear instruction on the different feedback tools the system
offers, including comment libraries, general feedback comments and qualitative rubrics. The
Type 2 sessions provided an opportunity to discuss these with students prior to them submitting
assessments.
The Type 2 sessions were designed to engage students with the nuances of the criteria to
avoid viewing the rubrics as prescriptive. Part of the challenge was the use of extracts from
student work rather than entire exemplars, which maintains anonymity, so students could not
carry out a holistic analysis. Jones et al. (2017) ran similar sessions to help students deconstruct
a rubric and view exemplars. They reported positive responses from students and noted that
students particularly appreciated the opportunity to evaluate the work of other students (Carless
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and Boud 2018). In general, however, students were more accurate in assigning a mark to an
individual piece of work rather than making comparative judgements between two or more.
Students also seemed to find it difficult to weigh up several elements of one piece of work,
e.g. they can tell which was the best title but find it challenging to comment on an exemplar
that has strengths in some areas but weaknesses in others.
Teaching teams should give thought as to when to run this type of session, either within a
module or a degree programme. A session to introduce students to criteria early on can help
to set expectations, but there is also value in students having some experiences of producing
university-level work before undertaking such a session (Carless and Boud 2018).

Type 3 engagement sessions
Once Feedback Studio® had been used to provide feedback to students, Type 3 engagement
sessions gathered student opinion on the usefulness of assessment-specific criteria and the
electronic system. The Type 3 sessions revealed that students in both departments overall
responded positively to the assessment-specific criteria and could recognise specific phrasings
of the criteria in the feedback they received. As in many academic units, the response to module
evaluation questionnaires relating to assessment and feedback usually return lower scores than
other areas evaluated (Williams, Kane, and Sagu 2008). The approach used in this project resulted
in improved feedback scores for the individual modules and also contributed to improved NSS
scores for both departments in the assessment and feedback section.
For feedback to be effective, students need to understand what they have done well, where
they can improve, and what further work may be necessary (Denton et al. 2008). Vague feedback
is unhelpful, and students are more likely to engage with feedback when it is clearly presented
(Watkins et al. 2014). In order to provide direction to students and allow them to understand
the summative mark awarded to them, comments that were specifically linked to
assessment-specific criteria were generated and the resulting library was used to provide feedback on students’ work. This increased transparency in relation to the expectations of both the
student and the marker by setting the assessment requirements and standards (Handley and
Williams 2011; Hendry, Bromberger, and Armstrong 2011; Bell, Mladenovic, and Price 2013). This
transparency allowed students to see what they had done well to achieve a grade range, but
also what they needed to do to achieve the next range, i.e. assessing their strengths and areas
for improvement using a structured framework (Hepplestone et al. 2011).
While Nicol (2009) emphasised that effective feedback should be linked with explicit criteria,
when students were asked about the value of linking feedback to criteria in Type 3 sessions,
their opinions were mixed. Some of the students felt that the comments were linked to
specific words/phrases/sentences in the criteria and so considered the feedback to be specific
to themselves. Other students thought the comments were too generic as they were based
on criteria rather than on the individual content. Case (2007) identified that staff were more
likely to be resistant to the use of comment libraries due to the lack of personalisation in
the feedback, while the students preferred this approach as they were provided with more
detailed feedback (Denton et al. 2008; Denton and Rowe 2015). To address this, in the second
project year, comments from the library were supplemented with more individual comments
(Brown and Knight 1994) to link up the student-specific content and the marking criteria.
This was to reduce the potential for students to view the use of comment libraries negatively,
if they perceived that their feedback did not provide information on how they as individuals
could specifically improve on their assessment (Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton 2001; Weaver 2006).
Students taking Microbiology and Bioremediation were more satisfied with the specificity of
the comments than those students on the Employability module. While the Employability students liked the use of criteria in the library comments, they felt that the comments seemed
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less specific to individual student work. This difference between the students could relate to
how self-reflective individuals are. Atkinson and Lim (2013) suggest that the use of marking
criteria and feedback comments based on levels of achievement at each grade range can be
used in a self-assessment process. When used for self-reflection, feedback linked to criteria
promotes the opportunity for students to identify their strengths and areas for improvement
(Atkinson and Lim 2013).
The Employability reflective log assessment required students to reflect on their performance
against achieving previously set SMART targets. The feedback received focused on their application of the SMART and STAR formats and their progress against these. Increasing their exposure
to this type of feedback will, in time, allow them to recognise their ability, determine which
areas of the criteria they most need to pay attention to, and develop the skills they are lacking
(Price et al. 2010). However, Winstone and Carless (2021) note that, whilst effective learning
and student satisfaction are different metrics, providing feedback that students can utilise in
future assessments may enhance student satisfaction.
The nature of the Microbiology and Bioremediation assessments meant the feedback received
on these was likely to be more readily translatable to similar, future assessments. Employability
students often struggled to engage with the reflective log assessment and recognise how they
could apply feedback from this work to future assessments. To allow our students to increase
their overall learning potential through sustained participation and engagement (Malecka, Boud,
and Carless 2020), the approaches discussed in this paper have been implemented in other
modules at all three levels of the degree programmes.
As noted in previous studies, students preferred electronic feedback to handwritten comments
(Chang et al. 2012; Denton and Rowe 2015). Specifically, they found grammar/style comments
much easier to read in an electronic format, partially because of legibility (Ferguson 2011;
Hepplestone et al. 2011; Chang et al. 2012) and because too much ‘ink on the page’ can get
confusing to read (Watkins et al. 2014). In contrast, Morgan and Toledo (2006) suggested that
students engaged more positively with handwritten feedback as they found electronic feedback
to be less personal.
Students liked that their feedback was automatically saved online, meaning that their work
was stored and not as easily lost (Parkin et al. 2012). Having their feedback online allowed
them to access it in private and in their own time (and potentially off-campus), which is important when encouraging students to have a more reflective approach to their learning (Snowden,
Daley-Yates, and Halsall 2016). From discussions during Type 3 sessions, we also feel that the
use of electronic feedback allowed students to focus on what they perceived as more important
mistakes, rather than on minor ones such as those relating to spelling, grammar and punctuation. This supports findings in a 2016 report that stated students found feedback on the thesis
and development of their work the most valuable to further their improvement, whilst only
20.5% of students found feedback related to grammar the most useful (Turnitin 2016). Markers
would prefer to focus on higher level feedback; however, they have voiced concern on the
amount of time they concentrate on correcting mistakes in students’ writing (Beaumont,
O’Doherty, and Shannon 2011).
Students indicated that they thought feedback was more positive when comments were
built into a pre-made library (Hatziapostolou and Paraskakis 2010; Chang et al. 2012). Chang
(2011) suggests that using online tools to provide feedback allows the marker more opportunity
to review their feedback, leading to clearer comments that lack the criticism of handwritten
feedback. Several students said that it felt uplifting to read positive comments for a change,
and that it was nice to know where they had been successful. Some students felt it was difficult
to search through the positive comments to get to the ‘substantial meat’ of the feedback. They
also valued that the feedback was more detailed (Parkin et al. 2012) and clearly linked to criteria, however they suggested that it might have been useful to build something into those
comments that explained how they could have improved.
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Benefits to markers of online feedback and marking tools
Markers also noted benefits compared to assessing on paper, including ease of recording of
submissions and return of feedback, reduction in scanning marked work for retention, and the
ease of checking for similarity (Milne, Heinrich, and Morrison 2008). Markers stated that utilising
the library banks of comments allowed them to provide more detailed comments in a more
time efficient way (Baillie-de Byl 2004; Denton and McIlroy 2018). They valued that this allowed
them to avoid repetition, reflect on the feedback provided, and edit comments after inserting
them (Stephens, Sargent, and Brew 2001), thus improving the quality of their feedback (Campbell
2005). The markers suggested that marking against a qualitative rubric allowed more consistency
between multiple markers in marking teams, and allowed them to be more confident in the
final mark awarded, which is something students valued. Similar benefits to both students and
staff were identified in a Jisc report on using technology to support the assessment life cycle
(Gray and Ferrell 2013).

Conclusions
As noted by Stone (2014), it is difficult to achieve universal student engagement with feedback,
regardless of the method employed. However, both students and staff felt strongly that the
project facilitated more in-depth engagement with marking criteria and ultimately with the
feedback provided on assessments. The coupling of an online feedback system with timetabled
sessions was effective in many respects, although it also raised questions about continued
support for student assessment literacy and perceptions of feedback. While some students
suggested that they could transfer learning from these sessions to other modules (where they
would be more likely to engage with criteria provided online only), other students are likely to
respond only to mandatory timetabled sessions (which require substantial staff commitment
and preparation). Furthermore, although the engagement sessions were successful, they also
raised significant questions about how to support those students who continue to struggle,
particularly with higher levels of comparative judgement.
The success of the project within selected modules also posed questions about the timing
of the sessions and their implementation within an entire degree programme. Enhanced rubrics
and feedback in one module can raise students’ expectations about feedback in other modules
and lead to expectations that assessments will be marked to the same criteria. Further research
could be done into the best points of intervention, so that students’ engagement with criteria
continued throughout their degree. This would require cohesive discussion and implementation
across programme staff and consideration of how rubrics should best scaffold the higher levels
of learning developed as students progress.
The project highlighted the benefits for students and staff of online feedback. However, despite
high student satisfaction with online feedback generally, Feedback Studio® software does not fully
meet student demand for feedback ‘dialogue’. The software does have significant benefits for staff,
including its analytics and evidence of moderation (alleviating the need for a paper trail).
Finally, the module leaders involved in this project noted considerable benefits for staff
development, including insight into students’ perceptions of feedback, more transparent moderation practices, and the potential to work with colleagues to agree on assessment standards
as they are written into criteria. More research should be undertaken into how the use of criteria
and online feedback help to develop staff members’ perceptions of assessment practices.
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