EFFECTIVELY USING EARLY SEMESTER FEEDBACK

Early semester feedback refers to collecting and using student assessments of your teaching and their learning at a time when they can be of most use -- during the semester.  Without much effort you can enhance your teaching effectiveness by more carefully examining how and what students are learning and how your own teaching methods are influencing student learning.  Using early feedback is a good way to closely link student learning with your teaching strategies.

What is early semester feedback?

As we define it, early semester feedback involves two-way communication. You request information from your students and in return provide them with your interpretation of their assessments and your plans for using the information. The goal is dialogue based on information from students about their learning and your teaching.

The process actively involves students in assessing their own progress and communicating their assessment to someone.  Early feedback also requires you to thoughtfully listen, react, and be prepared to make changes in your teaching during the current semester.  It involves taking some risk to consciously learn how well the students and you are doing.

What are the basic features of the early feedback process?

Early feedback typically has these five features:

1. The information is systematically (and sometimes frequently) collected from as many of your students as possible.

2. You decide what to assess, e.g., student learning and/or your teaching strategies.  You typically focus on what can be changed, i.e., assignments, homework, pace, activities.

3. Information is collected that is descriptive and diagnostic.  It is to help you improve and verify.

4. The information is for your own use.  But whenever possible, you should share your interpretation with the students.  

5. You also may want to discuss the student feedback with a trusted colleague or consultant.  While you as an instructor can easily and effectively use early feedback, you can be more certain of benefiting from the process by working with a consultant.

Why use early feedback?

We have found that one way to be an effective instructor is to continuously examine how and what students are learning and what you as an instructor are doing to influence the desired learning.  Thus, early semester feedback is a way to monitor the connections between student progress and your performance as an instructor.

Finally, your involvement in early feedback can be motivating in itself.  It gives you an opportunity to treat your own teaching as a topic of inquiry, i.e., what am I doing and how can I improve?  It may lead you to some new problem solving, which can be rewarding in itself.  The information you collect may also stimulate discussions with colleagues on pedagogical issues.  In short, early feedback can easily present an intellectual challenge to you as the instructor.

How do you determine what to ask the students?

Regardless of how you collect the information, the most useful information in early feedback is obtained when students are asked to describe:

1.
what they are learning and the difficulties they are experiencing in learning;

2.
what they like about the course;

3.
what they do not like;

4.
what changes they might make if they were the instructor.

The last question encourages students to take ownership of their answers and comments.  Without a question such as this, many students make unrealistic comments.

Generally the most useful information in early feedback is highly, diagnostic, descriptive information.  This type of information is particularly helpful in determining specific areas for improvement.  If you want to know students' perceptions of what they are learning and what teaching strategies are effective, then you will want to ask the students to describe their problems, how they are spending their time on assignments, and what components of the course are most effective.

We do not typically recommend asking students for general evaluative information.  Knowledge of the student's overall opinion of your teaching is not very useful information for making mid-semester changes or improvements.  Evaluative information also can often be most difficult to accept, especially if it is unfavorable.

When is the `best' time in the semester to use the system?

There is no one `best' time; the `best' time will be determined by your reasons for obtaining the feedback.  Here are some guidelines:

· When you are teaching a course for the first time or using new teaching methods or materials, you may want feedback as early as two to three weeks after the semester has begun, or after you have introduced the new methods or materials.

· When you are experienced and comfortable with teaching the course, you may want to allow more time (five to eight weeks of a sixteen week semester) before requesting information from the students.

· When you sense or observe a problem emerging in the course, you may want to request feedback immediately.  Anytime a serious problem emerges, such as in classroom discipline, students' inability to grasp an important concept, develop a skill or make sufficient progress, there is good reason for you to quickly assess and possibly restructure the learning situation.

What do you do with early feedback once you have it?

Your first task is to objectively interpret the students' feedback, which you may find difficult to do.  Your attention may be drawn to the negative comments, even if they are very few in number.  Your second task is to determine what changes in your teaching could be made.

Your final task is to communicate and discuss your interpretation and plan of action with the students.  You, the instructor, can only perform this step.  Discussing your actions and reactions with the students indicates that you do indeed listen to or read their comments and care enough about their learning to respond.  That you took the early feedback seriously and responsibly is indicated by how you handle the discussion.

Handling the discussion need not be difficult, especially if you are well prepared.  Some words of advice to assist you in giving feedback to the students are:

1.
Thank the students for the time they took and for their comments.

2.
Consider selecting a positive and a negative set of comments that are especially relevant.

3.
Choose only a few comments to discuss.  Be brief and do not draw out the discussion so long that the students lose interest.  This is not the time to preach.

4.
When discussing a teaching strategy, which you cannot change, give your rationale for doing so.

5.
It is important to remind yourself that students give you feedback in good faith.  If you feel that you cannot maintain a positive and accepting attitude when discussing the results with your students, you should seriously consider whether you want to use the early feedback process as we have defined it.

Remember: this process is not to be considered a major intrusion into your teaching.  If it is, its potential is diminished.  The goal is problem solving, using systematic assessment of student learning and of teaching effectiveness as the basis for discussion and change.  It should be done quite naturally.

What methods are available for obtaining student feedback?

You can use one of the following four methods:

1.
 Questionnaire 

2.
Written Comment Form 

3.
Group Interview 

4.
Question/Answer Session

Each of these methods is briefly described below.

1.  QUESTIONNAIRE

The questionnaire includes 3 to 12 scaled items that are specific to your course, and 1-3 general, open-ended questions.  You can use a one-page typewritten format that can be easily administered and quickly completed by the students.

2. WRITTEN COMMENT FORM

Another method for collecting written assessments involves asking students 3-4 open-ended questions that require brief, "essay like" responses.  A variation is having students respond out of class to preprinted questions on 3x5 cards.

3. GROUP INTERVIEW

A person, other than the instructor, interviews all enrolled students or a representative sample during 10-15 minutes of class time about their perceptions or concerns about the course.  The focus is on both student learning difficulties and teaching strategies.

The interviewer is typically an educational specialist, knowledgeable about instruction.  Once the interview session is completed, the interviewer prepares a summary of the comments, noting themes and possible improvements.  The interviewer then meets with you to assess and discuss the summary.

4. QUESTION & ANSWER SESSION

You can orally question your students during the first or last ten minutes of a class period.  You record (or remember) the comments and reflect on them later, instead of reacting and responding immediately to them.

FINAL WORDS ABOUT EARLY FEEDBACK

These descriptions are only brief introductions.  Mini Instructor Series No. 6 presents a more complete description of each with examples and a discussion of their advantages and disadvantages.

 early feedback can be a one-way communication process if you feel that it is all you can handle.  For this reason, you may want to start out by just asking students for information.  In time, however, most faculty become at ease when discussing the results with their students.

We encourage you to adapt the early feedback process to your individual situation, giving care and thought, of course, to the suggestions in this series.  You may wish to use more than one in a single course.

Remember: Asking students for, and discussing with them, their perceptions of your course and teaching, indicates to them that you respect them and are concerned about their learning.
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