Feedback on Feedback

One of the proverbs we’ve written about—or at least paraphrased-- this semester is “You can take a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink,” which means that we can give guidance, advice, suggestions, and opportunities to people, but we can’t make them accept what we offer or even pay attention.


If I am the horse you’ve led to water, then the water is your feedback.  I don’t want to be a horse that refused to drink, so I am paying attention to your feedback, which I’ll comment on below.  I’ll also use some of your feedback.


I ask that you do the same with the feedback that I have given you.


Let’s be smart horses!  (Actually, it may offend some people to be compared to horses, but I love animals, and I think they’re very, very smart.  Most of them drink when they’re taken to water.)


So…feedback on feedback:


Did you know that surveys show that teachers and students have different preferences and beliefs about what’s helpful in the way of feedback?  The group of teachers I’ve been working with this semester have discussed that.  Here’s a link if you’re interested:
Hiroko Saito    http://www.teslcanadajournal.ca/index.php/tesl/article/viewFile/633/464   

I see from the feedback forms that you and I also have different perceptions of what’s going on in class.  For example, I perceive that I give you a lot of feedback and that every assignment I give and everything we do in class has the objective of helping you make progress in your English reading and writing skills.  But one student said that she and lots of other students didn’t know why they were doing assignments.  They saw no purpose.  This is important feedback!  I think that maybe next semester I’ll write the word Objective + an explanation for each assignment.  What I thought was obvious turned out not to be obvious at all.
1.  Thirty-one students say they like getting lots of comments, corrections, and feedback on their assignments.  Only three say that too many comments and corrections confuse them.

2.  Ten students say that they want teachers to mark almost all the errors (especially ones that they can correct themselves), while twenty students said they like teachers to mark all their grammar errors (including advanced errors that they may not understand).

3. Twenty-three students say they would like to receive feedback on the idea and content of their writing all the time.  Only five students said they’d like to receive feedback on the ideas and content of their writing only sometimes.

4. Twenty-five students say they would like to always receive feedback on the organization and development of their ideas, while six said they would like this kind of feedback only sometimes.

5. Twenty-four students say they would like to get feedback on their grammar and language in the form of the error and a correction symbol (VT, WF, etc.) so they have to correct it themselves, while ten students say they prefer that the teacher writ the correct words or sentences near the error so they can see the right way to do it without having to figure it out themselves.

6. Twenty students say that when they get a paper back, they would like to read all the comments and try to fix the errors, while fifteen students say they would like to make the corrections and get a grade on their revisions and corrections.  (Two students say they would like to read all the comments and put the paper away.)
Please see later commentary in response to this feedback.

7. When students don’t understand a comment or are not sure how to revise based on the comment, they have many different responses:
Nineteen say they ask the teacher.   Fourteen said they ask a classmate or a friend.  Ten say they guess.  Five say they ask an LAC tutor, and three say “other” but don’t explain.

(One person says s/he uses the dictionary.)

First of all, I want to give you feedback on #6, the one for which several students say they want to get a grade on their re-writes.  We used to do this more often than we do now, but then we started to see that students depended upon us too much for their re-writes.  Their grades went up because we were giving them so much help on a particular paper.  But when they wrote their next paper, they weren’t applying these lessons.  So the improved grammar was due only to the teachers’ correction symbols on a particular paper, not to real learning.  However, because the re-writes got a higher grade, students were sometimes promoted to a higher level before they were really ready.

Other comments from students:

Feedback to me:  “I think as a teacher you could help the students find more interesting topics and teach them how to organize the writing.”

Feedback from me:  I’ve asked you to give me some of your suggestions for more interesting topics because I’d like you to write about what interests you.  I hope you will complete the assignment of writing new “prompts,” as we discussed in class the day that I showed you some departmental final prompts for your final essay.  As for the “hot to organize the writing,” I feel that we’ve worked a lot on this.  The response sheets I give you shows the organization, and we’ve gone over essays in the book in terms of how they’re organized.  Most of you seem to know how to organize your writing.  It’s one of the strengths of your writing.  

Feedback to me:  “Give more writing assignments.”

Feedback from me:  I feel that I have given so many!  Maybe I feel that way because I’m always reading your writing assignments.  Of course, some students did extra reports, so those made up some of my reading.  I wonder whether students who want more writing are doing those special reports.

Feedback to me:  “Guide us to think in English because I always think in Chinese, then writing in English, just like a translation.”

Feedback from me:  I spent some of our class time showing you how to annotate readings in the margins of the pages of your books—in English, with synonyms.  At that time, I warned against writing in your own language.  I also hope that using the Longman English-English dictionary can help you think in English.  

Feedback to me:  “You can do better to help me (with) my writing skills to set an appointment instead giving me too much feedback that drives me crazy.  …sometimes it’s so hard to understand someone’s handwriting.  Your negative comments have a more powerful impact on me or all the students than do your positive ones.  As a teacher it’s good to go easy on the negatives.  ..I never receive any back up with suggestions on how to do better next time.”

Feedback from me:  I had to talk to this student about plagiarism, and he was upset that I caught him.  I had written phrases in English that I thought would help him express his English in a more effective way, but he didn’t see this kind of help.  I don’t feel apologetic about giving a student an F if that student plagiarizes, but I’m really sorry if other negative feedback stings.  I really think it’s important for all of us—students and teachers—to learn to give constructive criticism as well as praise for what’s done well.

Feedback to me:  “I think the teacher should focus on the reading and explain them exactly what’s going on such as the main idea with paraphrase, summary etc. but not just focusing only on dictionary day.  I wish we could read more and know details.”
Feedback from me:  I agree that reading is a very important skill.  In addition to the annotation we did in class with the readings in NorthStar, we worked for a while on the paraphrase of the budget cuts, and I saw how very hard it was for students to paraphrase even when we went over the vocabulary and approached the paraphrase in a lot of different ways.  Finally, I put the paraphrase on your reading test to see whether you understood it passively even if you had trouble putting it into your own words.  We need to do more reading, and I think Kindred helped those who actually read.  There’s no limit to what you can do to improve your reading skills, but there is, unfortunately, a limit to the time we have in class.  I think I should have given you more reading out of class.  However, some students never read the essays of the others students or the dozens and dozens of things put online at our website, didn’t show up for the sustained reading practice, and never finished Kindred.  “You can lead a horse to water…”
Feedback to me:  “It would be helpful to have more in-class writing assignments.”
Feedback from me:  This semester I think I gave more in-class writing assignments than out-of-class writing assignments, at least for long graded essays.  I find the essay tests (like those on Truth and Lies and Kindred) to be particularly useful because they are more like the kind of writing students need to do in other classes, like political science, history, English.  

Feedback to me:  “Giving suggestions for my essay may help me improve my writing skills.”  “I believe that most ESL students are afraid of writing an essay because of their weakness of organization…I have a lot of things to express but I don’t know how to organize the illustrations or my ideas and how to keep the reader’s interest.  If we had a chance to discuss this part, we would have been more skillful.”
Feedback from me:  I thought we’d discussed this several times.  It’s important for me to see that my perception is different from that of some students.  I perceive that I give a lot of suggestions on essays in the form of models (for the personal essay, for example, we looked at Eva Hoffman’s and Elizabeth Wong’s essays before you wrote and at three students essays after you wrote), comments and use of the response sheet, so I hope students will let me know when they need more guidance.  This might be a good time to make an appointment to see me one-to-one.
Feedback to me:  “I would recommend that every student bring a small notebook every morning and write for at least five minutes every morning to improve writing.”
Feedback from me:  I like this idea.  Because your feedback indicates that you really want English-language correction, I think I’ll have students do this on binder paper and turn it in.  Maybe the writing will just be for five minutes a day, but it will be a good warm-up exercise based on the topics in the books and/or the ones students say they care about.  

Feedback to me:  “You can help me by being patient and explaining (things to) us slowly during class.”
Feedback from me:  I agree that patience is very important, and I’d appreciate your letting me know when I’m going too fast.  Of course, this also depends upon skills, and I know that some students are better prepared for ESL 150 than others are.  It’s hard to find a pace that works for all students.  Some get bored when I’m explaining it to students who don’t understand.

Feedback to me:  “In my opinion you should give us more writing exercises, practice more grammar.”
Feedback from me:  I perceive that I’ve given you a lot because I’m so often responding to your writing exercises and Correction Collections.  I wonder whether it would be helpful to make a list of the ways we’ve practiced writing and grammar. Maybe being aware of what we’re doing would actually help students learn from our activities.

Feedback to me:  “It is useful for me to receive some recommendations about specific topics to improve regarding my work, for instance, ‘You need to check your notes about subordinators or punctuation, etc.’”

Feedback from me:  I hope that in addition to my comments, using the Correction Collection helps you focus on the kinds of errors your making.  In addition to having a page for each type of error, we did the Correction Collection Reflection.  Did that help?

Feedback to me:  “Provide us with the audio CD/cassette that we can buy easily.  If I have to go look at the library, it is wasting too much time.”

Feedback from me:  At the beginning of the semester, you got instructions in class and online about how to download the CD.  I had no idea that some students hadn’t done this.  I wish the student who wrote this comment had told me about his problem.

Feedback to me:  “Sometimes the feedback and comments are hard to understand.”

Feedback from me:  I need to type up my comments or print more clearly.  But you need to ask me when you don’t understand.  When I give back graded written work, I try to give you five or ten minutes to look it over and ask questions.  That would be a good time to ask about something you don’t understand.

Feedback to me:  “Recommend more useful reading material.  It will help us (learn more vocabulary) more sentence patterns ad more expressions in English.”

Feedback from me:  That’s a good idea. I’ve put some recommended reading online, but I’ll put on more.

Feedback to me:  “Stop asking people go online and check stuff.  Make them copy from the blackboard.”

Feedback from me:  I hope you’ll let me know if going online is a problem for you.  I like the idea of your reading other students’ writing online.  Also, even though I write assignments on the blackboard, it would take too much time and blackboard space to say all that I say online in every week’s lesson plan.  I think that even reading the announcements, comments, and lesson plans is a way of improving your reading skills.

Feedback to me:  “Feedback is useful for me because from feedback I learn something that I misunderstood.  Some feedback is imprinted on my mind.  For example, I needed to write a summary of the beginning of the section “The Fight” from Kindred by Octavia E. Butler. ..you wrote on my paper ‘L.D. flashback’  When I received my paper, I realized that I misunderstood the meaning of flashback.  I don’t think I can forget it the next time…”
Feedback from me:  I’m always so grateful when students really pay attention to feedback.  Sometimes I have the impression that it’s being ignored, and I feel frustrated.  I really appreciate students who “drink” the water I lead them to.  I also hope to be a teacher who “drinks” the water you lead me to.  Thank you.

