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            PRAISE FOR FEEDBACK

         

         ‘Best of the Best’ is an apt series title for a gem of a book that bridges that often neglected gap between theory and practical application. I fully expect feedback from my students that I am a better teacher as a result of reading it!

         The book provides a much needed one-stop shop for a brilliant range of leading educationalists to share their wisdom. For the busy teacher, this ‘lazy’ approach is hard to beat!

         A cracking book bursting with accessible ideas on feedback from education’s leading lights. What’s more, the ideas are all rooted in research, wisdom and the often forgotten ingredient to make them classroom friendly: common sense.

         Jim Smith, Head of School, Clevedon School and

author of The Lazy Teacher’s Handbook

          

         This short guide offers a great mix of expert ideas, theoretical explanations and practical applications for the classroom. If you’re looking for the most up-to-date advice on feedback, or if you want to read more widely around an important subject, then this is the book for you.

         Sue Cowley, teacher and author of The Artful Educator

          

         Feedback, in the Best of the Best series, makes a significant contribution to the literature on this essential aspect of teaching. The editors have collated succinct summaries from top thought leaders on the subject: from Dylan Wiliam, Ron Berger, Barry Hymer and Shirley Clarke to Seth Godin. Each chapter contains a distillation of their position on feedback and an exploration of the importance of thinking carefully about how we go about giving and receiving it. The practical suggestions are particularly useful as ways of consolidating high quality practice in the classroom. Above all, this book cuts through the nonsense of cheap praise and reaches to the heart of the matter. An essential read.

         Mary Myatt, education adviser, speaker

and author of Hopeful Schools

          

         An easily digestible and accessible guide to feedback, compiled from contributions by the world’s leading experts in teaching and learning. The magic gold dust is the practical and realistic strategies, offered after each chapter, about how to implement these theories directly in the classroom. I challenge any teacher, whether at the start of their career or nearing the end, not to find innovative ways to change the way they deliver and receive feedback!

         Rebecca Poorhady, Learning and Development Organiser,

Midlands region, Association of Teachers and Lecturers

          

         The future depends on people being capable of managing themselves; of taking ownership of their own challenges. To do that, they will need to understand their strengths and weaknesses with objectivity and constructive thinking. In many ways, how we structure and develop feedback for our students, in order to help them develop that level of autonomy, has never been more important. This book is a gold mine of thinking, ideas and practical solutions to help us.

         Dr Richard Gerver, expert in leadership, change and success

          

         Teaching is exciting if we make it exciting by providing children with the opportunity to meet their own destination. The ideas and concepts within this book allow for this, and the opening of minds and doors, to happen!

         Michelle Slymn, Principal, All Saints National Academy
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            PREFACE

         

         When some of us started teaching many moons ago, our initial preparatory training and the subsequent professional development we received didn’t really expose us to a wealth of educational thinkers, theorists or researchers. There were the staples – perhaps a pinch of Piaget here or a dusting of Dewey there … But times are changing. Today – right now – we are witnessing the dawn of a very different informational landscape. Important, knowledgeable voices in education ring out from all directions. Not simply political ones, but the voices of experts and practitioners who have devoted significant time in their lives to the education of young people or examining the issues that surround it.

         This is a wonderful development. But teachers are notoriously busy. Sometimes those of us working in education are so busy that being faced with such an array of diverse opinions and theories can feel overwhelming rather than helpful. It can be hard to see how we might apply ideas to our own schools and classrooms, our own year groups or subjects.

         The purpose of the ‘Best of the Best’ series is to bring together – for the first time – the most influential voices in one accessible format. A compendium of the most useful advice from the most celebrated educationalists. Each title in the series focuses on a different all-important theme and features a comprehensive  collection of brief and accessible contributions from the most eminent names in education internationally. In these books you have it straight from the horse’s mouth. But that’s not all: in close liaison with those experts, we have developed practical, realistic, cross-curricular and cross-phase ways to make the most of these important insights in the classroom.

         We’ve translated theory into practice for you, and every edition in the series is written for teachers, by teachers. Of course, if a particular concept takes your fancy and you have time to delve a little deeper, all of our experts have pointed you in the right direction for further reading. And all of a sudden the continuing professional development (CPD) voyage seems a little less overwhelming. Contented sigh.

         To top it all off, the wonderful Teacher Development Trust has outlined a collaborative group approach for teachers to read the book together and try out the ideas, as well as providing helpful guidance to school leaders on how to set up CPD around the book’s theme for maximum impact.

         Have a breathtaking adventure discovering the best tips from the best people, and don’t forget to look out for other titles in the collection!

         Isabella Wallace and Leah Kirkman
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             INTRODUCTION

         

         The term ‘feedback’ is a relative newcomer to the English lexicon. It was coined in the early 20th century during the development of broadcasting technology to describe the sort of disruptive noise you will almost certainly have heard at some time or another when your favourite guitar player has wandered too close to the amplifier. Later, it was adopted by communication theorists who gave it a much more positive spin, using it as the term for an incoming response to an outgoing message – a signal that tells us the communication has been received. Most familiar to us now in an educational context, its meaning has further evolved and diversified.

         Feedback is often cited as one of the most powerful tools for enhancing learning. And in the classroom it can be understood and implemented in a whole range of ways, as our contributors – the best of the best – demonstrate in the following pages. But although they each provide their own unique take on the importance of feedback to teaching and learning, they are unanimous in emphasising the paramount importance of feedback as clear communication – the context in which our current understanding of the word originated.

         Dylan Wiliam, for example, points out the importance of formative assessment as a means of enabling the teacher to make evidence-based decisions about each student’s needs, and stresses the importance of this source of feedback as a way of gaining insight into what students are getting out of the teaching process. Similarly, Mike Gershon, who makes the link to communication theory quite explicit with his diagram of the ‘feedback loop’, illustrates the point that feedback is not a one-off response but a continuing process or dialogue. However, for a student to respond effectively and constructively to the feedback they are given by the teacher, they must be allowed time in which to reflect on it and implement it. Their response is a continuation of the feedback loop – the two-way communication conducted over time. This same point about feedback being a two-way process is made by Andy Griffith, who also employs the language of communication theory when he argues that, for the teacher, feedback is something we should be able to both give and receive. He explores this idea in the light of the question: how can we encourage our students to be more open to feedback? The answer, he suggests, lies in the willingness of the teacher to model this openness themselves by inviting and acting on student feedback in order to improve the effectiveness of their own practice.

         This idea of feedback from students to teachers – a reversal of our usual assumptions about the direction of flow – is also taken up by Mick Waters, who suggests formalising this process by inviting students to award points to teachers based on the teacher’s effectiveness in helping the student to learn. Shirley Clarke, too, argues that it is feedback from learners to teachers which constitutes the most significant and productive means of improving students’ learning experience and supporting their learning. This application of feedback, as an important opportunity for learning and improvement for teachers as well as their students, is a point also made by Jackie Beere, whose contribution focuses on how best to encourage a positive response to feedback. She advocates introducing the idea of ‘thinking on purpose’ – the practice of reflecting on feedback in order to be able to act on it appropriately and productively. To this end, she points out the advantages – whether you are a teacher or a student – of reframing critical feedback as something positive rather than negative; as a valuable opportunity to learn and improve. Indeed, this emphasis on feedback as a trigger for action is one also shared by Andy Griffith, Mike Gershon and several others.

         Other contributors give us a different perspective, focusing instead on what constitutes the most useful and effective feedback. For example, Art Costa and Robert Garmston challenge the notion that feedback should be about giving praise. Writing in the context of feedback on teacher performance, they argue that praise can actually be counterproductive, since it encourages dependency on the assessor rather than developing a capacity for reflection in the person being assessed. A more useful and productive form of feedback, they argue, is to use what they term ‘data description’ – describing what you see. Barry Hymer, in his contribution, makes the same point. Praise and reward can, he tells us, be detrimental to intrinsic motivation. If a student relies for motivation on praise from the teacher, they won’t learn to motivate themselves and develop a love of learning for its own sake. Their engagement with learning will always be dependent on the promise of a prize or external reward. Like Costa and Garmston, Hymer argues that simple praise and reward only serve to keep the teacher in control, and thereby rob the student of self-efficacy. Instead, teachers should aim to give acknowledgement, encouragement and feedback that is both detailed and specific, a point also made by Seth Godin, who suggests that feedback should offer an analysis rather than simply an opinion: ‘This worked because …’ rather than, ‘I liked this.’ Godin makes the further point that timing is crucial to ensuring that the feedback you give will be effective in improving performance, because if it is given too early or too late the student (or indeed teacher) will not be in a position to act on it.

         The argument for analytical and specific feedback is taken up by Ron Berger and Diana Laufenberg, who both argue for the importance of giving feedback referenced to clear criteria. Their practical approaches to this differ, however. Laufenberg places an emphasis on the importance of making time to give detailed, face-to-face feedback against the assessment criteria to each individual student. This face-to-face delivery, she argues, is both more effective and more encouraging than written feedback. Berger, on the other hand, lays no particular emphasis on giving feedback face to face, but argues for the importance of giving individual, descriptive feedback on specific aspects of student work or performance and of avoiding general, holistic statements such as ‘good work’.

         On the other hand, Phil Beadle argues that praise should be considered a very important element when giving feedback. Using the analogy of a coach encouraging a football team, he illustrates the way in which praise has the power to motivate in the immediate moment in a way that analytical criticism does not. However, praise should, he tells us, always be followed by advice on how to do even better. Geoff Petty, too, cites praise as one of the key factors for effective learning which has emerged from meta studies of evidence-based research, together with clearly understood goals and the will to improve. And Taylor Mali, writing in the context of giving feedback to parents on a child’s performance and attainment, also makes a case for giving positive feedback, suggesting that negative feedback will be less likely to lead to improvement than if the teacher accentuates what is praiseworthy while highlighting the room for development within that positive context. Nevertheless, more important even than feedback, Mali argues, is what he refers to as ‘feedfront’ – giving clear instructions and setting clear goals before a task even begins. In this respect he is in agreement with Ron Berger, Diana Laufenberg and others who stress the need for feedback to be linked to clear, previously stated criteria.

         Although several contributors warn against giving generalised and non-specific praise, this does not discount, of course, the need for a positive approach with an emphasis on demonstrating kindness, encouragement and helpfulness in the giving of feedback – whatever that feedback may be. Seth Godin, for example, reminds us to ‘say something nice’ if we can. Similarly, Ron Berger tells us that we must be ‘kind’ when feeding back on work, whatever it is that must be said. And Art Costa and Robert Garmston, who take a strong position against feedback that is simply evaluative, stress at the same time the need to establish a sense of trust if the feedback we give is to be accepted as meaningful and constructive.

         Some of the contributors provide advice about very specific approaches. Paul Dix, for example, gives a detailed account of the use of student wristbands on which they can record the useful feedback they have been given. This is a way of encouraging them to take ownership – literally – of their own progress and ongoing targets for learning. Bill Lucas, too, in arguing that we must give students the opportunity and choice to accept or reject the feedback advice that we offer them, is also raising the issue of students taking ownership, albeit in a less material sense. A further example of a contributor who gives us some insight into the practical implications of her approach is Diana Laufenberg, who explains how she makes time for one-to-one feedback by planning work that the rest of the class can absorb themselves in while she speaks to each individual.

         From these contributions, each unique and enlightening in its own right, a number of key themes emerge. One of these is the need to get the balance right between praise and constructive critique by keeping feedback specific, detailed and firmly referenced to clearly explained criteria. Another is that these same principles should be applied whether the feedback is from teacher to student, teacher to colleague, student to teacher or student to student. Response to feedback, too, emerges as a theme: the need to give students the time to reflect on it, to question it, to act on it. And, of course, we have a theme which relates to the manner in which feedback should be given: kindly, constructively, in a timely way and in an atmosphere of trust. Above all, perhaps, these contributors are united in the view that what effective feedback is primarily about is clear, constructive and specific communication.

         In what follows, you will find the detail of what each expert has to say in their own distinctive voice. For each of these important insights, you will find a number of ways to practically implement the experts’ ideas in your own classroom or even across your whole school. Some experts have provided their own strategies, and everything that is from the experts’ own voices appears in white text on a black background. Looking for some ways to facilitate peer feedback without witnessing comments like, ‘Your story is awesome’ or ‘Include more words’? Desperate to stop that sensitive student from taking personal offence every time you offer constructive feedback? Interested in rediscovering your social life by acquiring new ways to make written feedback less time consuming? Read on to see what some of the greatest names in education have to say about feedback and explore a host of practical strategies that will enable you to ensure that feedback – in your classroom – is truly the powerfully transformative tool it has the potential to be.
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