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Background

Previous research on the popularity and effectiveness of audio feedback amongst undergraduate students across a range of disciplines has demonstrated the great potential that audio methods have for improving, both students experience of the feedback process, and their abilities to feed forward the advice into subsequent work (Ribchester, France and Wakefield, 2008; France and Wheeler, 2007; Merry and Osmond, 2007). The main aim of this research was to extend the experiment by trailing its use in Human Geography at the University of Portsmouth. This forms part of an initiative to extend the JISC-funded ‘Sounds Good’ project into a broader range of disciplinary contexts via the LTSN Subject Centres. 

Within the University of Portsmouth, this project has coincided with a university-wide trial of WIMBA Collaboration Suite – software that enables web-based audio-visual discussion and interaction within the VLE environment. Thus it has fitted with a University strategic priority to enhance the use of our VLE. In most part, the mechanisms used to deliver audio feedback for this project have been WIMBA Voicemail and the VLE.
Objectives

The original objectives of the project were the following:

1. To evaluate the utility, efficiency, popularity and effectiveness (amongst students and staff) of audio feedback on assignments to undergraduate students within the discipline of Geography.

2. To experiment with different types of audio feedback, individual and group-based for different types of assignment (essay, poster, portfolio – individual and group-based work).

3. To explore innovative ways of using this technology to enhance the student learning experience and to disseminate findings through presentation and the pedagogic literature.

4. To evaluate the utility, efficiency, popularity and effectiveness (amongst students and staff) of ‘Wimba Voice Tools’ within BLACKBOARD for the delivery of audio feedback.

5. To trial the use of Wimba Voice Tools and ‘e-audio’ as a research method. We intend to use it for the evaluation of student experiences of audio feedback. Through WIMBA, students will be asked to provide audio feedback on their audio feedback, thus extending the audio feedback experiment into another dimension.

6. To create a framework/guidelines for delivering audio feedback for academic staff, focussing on the practical aspects (technology, stages involved in preparing the feedback) and the necessary considerations of voice, tone, speed, clarity, level of intimacy etc.



Methods

1. Delivering audio feedback to students
The types of audio feedback employed and the range of units included in the trial deviated from those set out in the original project proposal.  In practice, some of the original ideas turned out not to be possible due to staffing or time constraints, and other opportunities presented themselves. The table below identifies the type of student, unit, assessment and feedback that was included in the trial:

	Level of student
	Unit type
	Assessment type
	Feedback type
	No. of students*

	3 (Third year)
	Cultural Geography
	3000 word written summative assignment 
	Audio delivered by voicemail – followed up with written proforma
	42 (28)

	3 
	Human Geography Theory
	3000 word written summative assignment
	Audio delivered by voicemail – followed up with written proforma
	6 (5)

	1
	Tutorial/ skills unit
	1500 word human geography summative essay
	Audio delivered by voicemail – followed up with written proforma
	16 (16)

	1
	Tutorial/ skills unit
	1500 word human geography summative essay
	Audio-visual delivered via Powerpoint
	8 (7)


· * The number in brackets indicates the number of students who included themselves in the subsequent research.

As the table illustrates, in most cases, audio feedback was accompanied by conventional marking proformas. These were handed to students after the audio feedback was received. One small group of students, received audio-visual feedback. Here, students were sent a Powerpoint presentation which took them through scanned (and annotated) sections of their essays with an audio narrative. The rest of the students were sent voicemail recordings (via Wimba Voicemail through Blackboard) which ranged in length between 3 and 8 minutes. The level 3 students were not given their mark in these recordings and had to wait until their written feedback was ready to learn their mark. The level 1 students were given their mark at the end of the recordings. Emphasis in the audio recordings was placed upon feed-forward. Feedback about how the work measured up against marking criteria was mostly communicated through the written sheets. All students were aware that we were trialling this audio method and that they would be asked to help with the research subsequently. 

2. Evaluating the effectiveness and popularity of audio feedback

A mixed method approach to evaluation has been used. This has comprised;
1. Invitations to students to feed back their thoughts and experiences of audio voicemail feedback through voicemail (8 x Level 3 students did this).

2. Focus groups with Level 1 tutorial groups (x3 n=21 students)

3. Focus group with Level 3 Theory and Methods students (1 group comprising 5 students)

4. Focus group discussion amongst 3 staff members taking part in this trail

5. Questionnaire survey of all students who had received audio or audio-visual feedback (n=74) delivered in the relevant classrooms (response rate reflected attendance in those classes n=54)
Results
This section is broken down into student and staff responses. In most cases, this report resists grouping the 54 students who took part in this research into one large whole. The type of assignment and type (and purpose) of audio feedback differed and this makes each student group’s experience different enough to necessitate separate treatment.  The report recognises these differences and attributes findings to the appropriate student/feedback group.
Student Responses
In common with others’ findings (France and Wheeler (2007), Ribchester et al (2008), student responses to audio feedback were found to be positive on the whole, in many cases, very keenly so.  However, these responses need to be qualified. First audio feedback was not thought to be a substitute for written feedback, it was valued as an additional source of feedback (and feed-forward). Second, audio feedback was novel to the students and the novelty value was significant in their responses (this is discussed below). Third, there was likely to be an element of students trying to be supportive of our attempt to diversify our feedback repertoire, especially in the students’ audio responses and the focus groups. The questionnaire responses are significant here because these were anonymous responses and students are likely to have felt at greater liberty to be critical. Fourth, students did have negative views and these are discussed below.

The key aspects of audio feedback that students liked were found to be: MORE DETAILED NATURE, MORE PERSONAL NATURE, CLARITY, POTENTIAL FOR FEED-FORWARD, SPOKEN VOICE (TONE) CONVEYING MORE,  NOT RELIANT ON HANDWRITING, MORE CONSTRUCTIVE NATURE. The tenor of many of these themes is encapsulated in the following quote from a questionnaire response;

“It was more personal and it gave the marker a chance to expand on points for improvement. Audio feedback seems more constructive as marks could be justified. Feedback is more easily applied to other units as is both specific to the unit and offers advice on general improvement.”  (Level 3, Cultural Geography assignment)
More Detailed Nature
Many students felt that they had received a more detailed account of the strengths and weaknesses of their essays than they have had previously in written feedback (42% of questionnaire responses to open question “What were the things you liked about audio feedback (if anything?)”, mentioned the greater level of detail)
. Student experiences had been that, on the whole, written feedback had not offered the same degree of detail that they had received (or they felt it was possible to receive) in the audio files. This is undoubtedly because staff are time-poor when marking and do not always have the time to write detailed written comments. An additional factor is that generic feedback sheets can prevent detailed written comments due to space constraints. Comments written in the margin of scripts are similarly time and space-restricted.  The audio feedback offers the opportunity to expand on points that would probably only be delivered in notation form on written sheets/scripts. Students valued this.

In some feedback cases, where there was not much to say about a piece of work, the level of detail given in the audio feedback was not greater than that communicated on feedback sheets. Interestingly, students still perceived this detail as greater. This may be because of the novelty value of the audio feedback, because the spoken work is easier to digest than the written or because, the spoken word contains other cues (tone, sounds) that students are able to read messages into. The feedback experience is arguably richer and thus, appears more detailed. The following sentiments were common;

“It was the most feedback I have ever had on a single piece of work” (Level 3 Student – voicemail response) 
“You can say more – I compared it to the written feedback – and it made the comments on the script make more sense too” (Level 3 Student – Focus group)

“The tone of voice kind of gave more ……. You got like “(intake of breath) …..well” …………. it told you more about what they were thinking. It helped with the tone of voice in the feedback” (Level 1 Student, Focus Group)
“You pick up so much more from hearing something” (Level 3 Student – Focus group)

Tone of voice

Hearing the tone of voice, as the above quote suggests, enriches the experience or receiving feedback. Around 15% of students in the questionnaires mentioned this as an advantage of audio feedback, explaining that spoken tone helped them understand the comments being made better than reading them. In the focus groups, students agreed that they liked this aspect. One student however mentioned this as a negative, significant perhaps as this is something that staff seem worried about . The comment was;
“Tone could be problematic – could come across as more negative than the marker intended” (Level 3 Student – voicemail response).
This factor is discussed further in the section entitled “Too personal for comfort?”




Clarity

Related to the above, a good proportion of students mentioned clarity as a benefit of audio feedback. There appeared to be agreement in focus groups that meaning is clearer to the recipient when hearing something rather than reading it. This is backed up by research on listening (Shriver, 1992). Typical comments are given below:
“It was easier to understand the meanings of what is being said” (Level 3 Voicemail response) 
“You take it in more because when you read it, you just read it…” (Level 1 Focus group)
“In audio feedback, the Lecturer has to explain more what they mean by their comments” (Level 3 Focus Group)

Handwriting
Following on from the above, problems of reading the handwriting on written feedback was also a consideration for students. In the focus groups, students reported having to spend considerable time trying to decipher handwriting, or to giving up in anger when they couldn’t easily read something.  In this respect, audio feedback was though to be an improvement. 
“Written feedback is often too brief and difficult to read” (Level 3 Voicemail response)

More personal nature

This factor commonly cropped up in the voicemail responses, questionnaires and discussions. The perception that the audio feedback was more personal was widespread, and this more personal nature was seen as a significant advantage. Typical comments were;

 
“It had a more personal feel to it” 
“I listened carefully because it is more personal” (Level 3, Voicemail response).
“Gave constructive feedback on my essay rather than how it matches the criteria” (Level 3 Focus group)

“… they are talking to you specifically about your work ….. I often wonder, maybe not at uni but certainly at sixth form whether you just get the same comments as everyone else. When they are talking to you they are talking specifically about your work”
Potential for Feed-forward

Related to this were many comments about taking more notice of the audio feedback, the appreciation of the medium for conveying the strengths and weaknesses of the work, and the greater utility some felt the medium had for feed-forward over written comments. A Level 3 focus group had an interesting discussion about their use (or not) of written feedback and the advantages of the audio medium in this context:

It is a well known problem with written feedback that students often fail to collect if and/or read it (Higgins, 2002). The above conversation, focusing upon handwriting and the demoralising nature of reading poor feedback perhaps suggests that audio feedback, when used sporadically, might break the feedback pattern/student boredom and be taken more seriously by students at key times. The sporadic nature is important as some students revealed that they imagined they would cease to take audio feedback so seriously if it was used all the time:
“It would wear off. It can’t be used all the time – or it won’t go in it won’t be registered at all well as a really good method it will be thought, oh, this is just going to tell me what I did wrong .... whereas is if is used sporadically the we will take it in”. (Level 1 Focus Group)

“More memorable because ….. it is new and we are not used to it just yet” (Level 1 Focus Group)

“It’s definitely more memorable because it is a different way” (Level 1 Focus Group)

One group of students explained how they thought that the greatest use for audio feedback was in feed-forward, reserving the written sheets for feedback:

“You could have the feed-forward on the audio and feedback on the paper” (Level 1 Focus Group)

A significant proportion of students (around 20% questionnaire responses to open question “What were the things you liked about audio feedback (if anything?)”) also mentioned that they felt that the audio feedback was “more constructive”. This is related to the above discussion on the potential of the medium for feed-forward.
The Negatives – Student views 
“Definitely keep the script”

Student views, although predominantly positive, were tempered by reservations and some dissenting voices. As Tables 1 to 8 (below) show, there were a few individuals who were not so keen on the audio method, and the focus group discussions revealed that even when students were very positive about their audio feedback they were almost universally reluctant to see this method replacing written feedback. It is worth noting here that all of the audio feedback used for this project was also accompanied by written feedback (though sometimes this came up to 3 weeks later), so no respondent had the experience of sole delivery through the audio method. If they had, these reservations might be different, although the strength with which they argued that the two types of feedback best serve different functions (see previous student quote) perhaps suggests that this wouldn’t be the case. The following was a typical view:

“Personally I do prefer hard copy – I’m a bit old fashioned like that … so I do think you shouldn’t loose hard copy of feedback – you can keep that for life then” (Level 1 Focus Group)
“Definitely keep the script” (Level 3 Focus Group)
“You need to have the visual feedback as well. Audio alone wouldn’t be as effective” (Level 3 student – questionnaire response)

In fact, when asked whether they preferred audio feedback to written feedback, the focus groups all paused before responding, then answered in a cautious fashion that they wouldn’t want to see it replacing written feedback. Despite the difficulty sometimes in reading handwriting, written feedback (especially that on standardised marking proformas) had the advantage over audio feedback that it was immediately accessible, gave a pictorial presentation (on tick box table) of achievement against grade criteria, could be read quickly, provided a summary, was able to provide more structured feedback (probably), could be filed and kept more easily and was generally very useful. It was heartening to find that students valued this written feedback more than perhaps the profession assumes they do.
Separation of feedback from artefact – “Nothing visual to look at”

The fact that audio feedback is separated from the script is another factor that many students thought was a problem. The nature of the WIMBA software used for delivering feedback to students meant that the feedback had to be recorded and delivered during the marking process and thus, in the large unit, the marks couldn’t be given until later (when all of the scripts had been marked). This meant that some students waited for up to 3 weeks to receive their returned scripts and written feedback after the received their audio feedback. This caused some discontent as they had been worried by the feedback and couldn’t get a mark to realise whether this worry was well-founded or not. Irrespective of this however, students who did receive a mark in other units, still commented that they would have liked their script in front of them when they listened to the comments. A few had overcome this for themselves, by obtaining a copy of their work (an option open to everybody but only realised by a few).  Valid criticism or not however, the perception was that feedback divorced from a script was not ideal as a third of respondents to the questionnaire mentioned this as an aspect that they disliked. Below are some selected comments:
“My main dislike was that I had nothing visual to look at” (Level 3 questionnaire response)

“Lack of the script to refer to the specific areas of discussion was a weakness” (Level 3 questionnaire response
“I found it hard to concentrate whilst listening to it as I prefer to read things and digest it. I had to play it twice as I couldn’t really remember what was said at the beginning.” (Level 3 questionnaire response

Too personal for comfort?
A small minority of students reported in the questionnaires that the personal nature of the feedback made the comments seem more critical and thus, that they found it discomforting or upsetting (14%). These views were not expressed in the focus groups. The following comment was typical of these views;

“It was a bit more personal, therefore I feel harder to take the criticism.” (Level 3 Questionnaire respondent) 

“I found that some of the feedback was very critical and it upset me more as an audio feedback than a written feedback” (Level 3 Questionnaire respondent) 

This is something that markers need to be very aware of, and is probably impossible to avoid entirely as different people receive criticism in different ways. All the markers in this project thought that they had been very careful indeed to be positive and encouraging.

On a similar theme, some students found that listening to the feedback made them feel nervous, especially at the beginning when they found the experience strange:

“It was strange at first – it felt like my Lecturer was in the room with me” (Level 3 Voicemail Response).
“...perhaps made you more nervous. Builds a bit of tension” (Level 3 Voicemail Response).
You can’t answer back.

Another disadvantage thought by some was that it was not possible to talk back. There were a number of comments about the experience of listening being similar to holding a conversation, but in this conversation, the listener was silenced:

“It felt like I was having a conversation.”  (Level 1 focus group)

“I found myself nodding along.” (Level 1 focus group)
“A disadvantage was that I wanted to talk back but I couldn’t.” (Level 3 focus group)
A few students felt that perhaps a 5-minute conversation would have been a better use of the time that staff spent leaving voicemail messages. When this was discussed in focus groups, the majority of students dismissed this view as unrealistic and some first years said that they felt that one-to one consultations were intimidating and that they preferred the audio method. This conversation arose in the staff focus group too.

Summary results from the questionnaires
The above discussion draws out the main themes emerging from this research. The following summary graphs and tables provide some measure of the popularity of the audio feedback amongst the students who received it (those who received audio-visual feedback are excluded from the following analyses).  These results are derived from the questionnaires which were administered to the 47 students who attended the appropriate classes. They represent a response rate of 73%.
[image: image1.emf]Times_listened 6.00 5.00 3.00 2.00 1.00 Percent 60 50 40 30 20 10 0 Times_listened Table 1: Number of times listened to audio feedback
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Tables 1 and 2 show how many of the students valued their audio feedback enough to listen to it more than once.  54% of those students who have listened to their feedback only once, have answered that they will listen to it again. Tables 3, 4 and 5 provide a visual comparison of student rating of the relative effectiveness of different feedback methods; audio (Table 3), comments written on assignment scripts (Table 4) and written comments on marking proformas (Table 5). The tables show that although audio feedback receives more in the ‘very useful’ category than the other methods (mean = 1.7; where 1 was “very useful “ and 5 was “not useful at all”), written feedback methods are rated highly too. If we could control for novelty factor, it seems likely that audio feedback wouldn’t score much more highly than the other methods.   
Tables 3, 4, 5: Please rate the following methods for delivering useful feedback:
Audio (mean = 1.7)

   Scripts (mean = 1.9)
     
   Feedback Proformas (mean=2.2)
[image: image3.emf]Audio_feedback Not very useful Neutral Useful Very useful Percent 50 40 30 20 10 0 Audio_feedback Table 3: Rating of audio feedback as effective method for delivering useful  feedback

    [image: image4.emf]Written_scripts Not very useful Neutral Useful Very useful Percent 50 40 30 20 10 0 Written_scripts Table 4: Rating of writtten feedback on student script for delivering useful  feedback

    [image: image5.emf]Marked_sheets Not useful at all Not very useful Neutral Useful Very useful Percent 60 50 40 30 20 10 0 Marked_sheets Table 5: Rating of written standardiized feedback proformas for delivering  useful feedback


Tables 6 and 7 show that, when asked to evaluate the effectiveness of audio feedback against written methods, most students rate audio methods as more effective. It would be interesting to research whether performance on the assignment, and thus mostly positive or negative feedback received, can account for differences amongst students in their ratings. Unfortunately in this research, as the questionnaires were anonymous, this wasn’t possible. It is a useful avenue for future research. 
[image: image6.emf]How_differs Much more effective more effective About the same Less effective Percent 60 50 40 30 20 10 0 How_differs Table 6: How does the effectiveness of audio fedback differ over written  feedback?

[image: image7.emf]Helpful Much more helpful More helpful About the same Less helpful Percent 60 50 40 30 20 10 0 Helpful Table 7: Is audio feedback more or less  helpful in helping you to improve your  future work?


Finally, Table 8 (below) clearly shows that most students liked the audio method. Howver, one student did not (2%) and a sizeable group (38%) only liked it “a little”.
 [image: image8.emf]Like A lot A little No Percent 60 50 40 30 20 10 0 Like Table 8: Did you like audio feedback as a method?


Staff Experiences and Thoughts
Three members of the Department of Geography experimented with some form of audio feedback during the research period. The author of this report used it in three different contexts and delivered audio feedback through Wimba Voicemail to 56 students. Most of these students were Level 3 students (n=48). A second member of staff delivered audio feedback through Wimba Voicemail on an essay assignment to his seven Level 1 tutorial students.  A third member of staff delivered an audio-visual presentation using Powerpoint to his eight Level 1 tutorial students, through scanning their essays into Powerpoint and providing a voice narrative for each essay section and interspersing generic slides (with voice narratives) of details such as referencing. The latter provided a different experience, both for the staff member and the students and these students’ views are not included in the above analysis.
Staff discussion focused upon issues of feasibility, practicality, types of feedback, appropriateness, possible applications, context limitations and litigation, language and skill acquisition. Many of these themes were overlapping. In a mass higher-education environment, it is not surprising that issues of feasibility arose first and foremost.  

Feasibility and Practicality

There was consensus that there were benefits to audio feedback in specific circumstances and for specific purposes (see below) but as the following extract from the focus group reveals, in terms of general applicability, staff were yet to be convinced:
The reasons for this consensus were many. First, time was a factor. All staff members felt that it had taken more time, although they acknowledged that this was partially but not only because they were new to this form of feedback-giving. One member of staff had experimented with feasibility by deliberately trying to restrict the time spent on each student script to that which he would normally spend giving written feedback. This meant, he felt, that he hadn’t fully utilised the potential of audio feedback for providing better quality feedback:

“I think that if had undertaken better preparation for my 5 minutes of audio feedback, by preparing the comments in advance, then the work necessary (and time taken) would have been much greater than what do when I’m giving written feedback, and we do need to keep coming back to that“

Another staff member commented:
“As a cost benefit analysis I’m not sure we are there yet ...amongst the constraints we work in. Are the benefits enough?”

Other comments revolved around the physical practicality of producing, recording and distributing audio feedback. The author found the process of reading a script, annotating it, writing a written feedback sheet and then switching modes to leave an audio message, both more mentally tiring and more time-consuming. It required more thought and energy and also, it restricted the location of marking activity to a quiet place where there would be no disturbances. The Voicemail method that we mostly adopted for this also restricted us to a location where we had an internet connection, in practice, our offices at work with a sign on the door saying ‘Recording in process: Do not disturb”. As one colleague commented;
“You do need a quiet room to sit down … we work in a fragmented way and slot in marking … to make it efficient. Sitting down to record a narrative was problematic. To have a continuous narrative for 5 minutes was difficult.”

For another, issues of physical practicality were his main barrier to feeling totally positive about audio feedback:
“The practicality of it, to me, is my main barrier – I think ideologically and the pedagogically there are some benefits but the shear practicality, the fact that we almost disembody the feedback from the written text and then to reconnect – I’m not sure there is anything lost but I expect there is… but simply the recording of it, thinking of what you are going to record, it is a two-stage process whereas when writing, it is all in one”
The issue of the disembodiment of the feedback from the script is one that came up for students too and is discussed above. The concern of this member of staff about this issue led him to experiment with an audio-visual method rather than just use audio alone.
In terms of feasibility, one staff member felt that its feasibility, given the above, probably rested with generic group-based feedback. This was contested by the other two staff members who felt that generic feedback would lose the personal factor, a factor found in the above discussion of student reactions to be one of the strongest benefits of the audio method. Undoubtedly, the time-consuming nature of preparing good audio feedback would be best accommodated if the feedback was to be used by a whole group rather than an individual, but the loss of the personal might reduce its impact for any individual. Research needs to be carried out on this. The consensus reached in the group was that perhaps here, the addition of some visuals (an audio-visual method) would overcome the loss of the personal in group-based feedback. 
Types of feedback.
All focus group participants agreed that the process of experimenting with audio feedback had made us think more deeply and carefully about what feedback is, what it can be used for, how we as individuals treat its production, what students need from it and how it can be most effectively delivered. This in itself was a valuable process as staff members reflected:

“Audio feedback hides less. The very positive experience is that it has made me focus and think more about what you do in written feedback – what is not clear about what I write - and so if nothing else, audio feedback has given me the chance to think I don’t do enough of this. I’m not sure of the tangible benefits - I think there are benefits - but I think that written feedback is still strong stuff if we do it properly and this experience has made me think more about it”

“When I was doing audio, I couldn’t hide anything… it made me think more about what good feedback constitutes”

This in itself indicates a role for audio feedback in staff training. The issue of ‘hiding’ occupied a few minutes in the focus group. The feeling was that written feedback, especially that coded onto generic feedback sheets, used by the department at Portsmouth, leads us to write feedback in a form of short-hand that needs to be deciphered by the students. Staff can ‘hide behind’ this short-hand which, for reasons of lack of time or the repetition of the process, reduces the need for great qualification of opinions or development of comments. In audio feedback, you are less able to do this.

“You can hide more in written feedback – you are much more explicit when speaking something so you need to think much more carefully”

The necessity and opportunity to be much more explicit was thought by Staff to be the great benefit of audio feedback over written feedback:

“We are enabled to tell them more in audio, and develop advice more than we would ever do in written feedback”


However, this advantage was tempered by a general uneasiness about language, grade point criteria and litigation.

Language and litigation

Discussion about the “controlled environment” within which we now work with regards to feedback followed on from the acknowledgement that audio feedback probably required us to be more explicit and expressive than written feedback. In effect, we felt it left us more exposed. We work within strict rules about appropriate language for specific types of student performance, “excellent” applied to first class work, “very good” to second class work for example. Staff felt that whilst they could exercise this control (and “sanitised” approach to language) in the written form, it would be far more difficult when speaking. Further, seeing as one of the great advantages of audio feedback over written is the opportunity to inject emotion and feeling through tone of voice and other natural dimensions of speech, withdrawing this from the feedback in order to produced sanitised audio feedback would be inappropriate. Thus the discussion flowed:

“It is much more difficult if you are being natural to control the language that you are using. Now in our feedback we have to work to language criteria – it’s a very controlled environment – excellent is a first, very good is a 2.1 – so audio feedback, it’s almost impossible to work within those limitations - and if you do work to them, it is pointless.”
“The audio feedback has to be different from the written in that it can display some emotion or passion”

Following on from this, some had concerns about potential litigation as this extract from the focus group shows:


With a view to the litigation concerns expressed here, it was felt that students would need written guidance about what to expect from audio feedback and what to expect from it. In effect this would serve as a disclaimer. In this guidance, students would read that the audio feedback is not a replacement for written feedback, but an opportunity for staff to provide additional and more detailed suggestions for improvement, and that this is recorded in an informal way. This fed into the general consensus, reached for other reasons as well, that audio feedback is best used for formative feedback and its greatest strength rests as a vehicle for feed-forward. This was the same conclusion reached by many of the students, the idea that it is different to, and adds different possibilities for feedback than the written form but that it mustn’t replace the written form: 
“I’d be a little wary of replacing written comments with audio feedback – not least from a quality perspective, records for External Examiners and so on”

“I think the benefit of it is the feed-forward rather than as a summation of what they did”
“Perhaps it is most useful for a review of their work across a semester, for example. Perhaps unit leaders could do this as an addition to written feedback as a formative, or confidence boosting activity” 

 Some felt too that staff would need a lot of training about language and tone of voice (though this was not the view held by the author whose experience suggested that the natural approach works for most students, so long as care is taken to be supportive and helpful):

“Its difficult to learn these things though – getting that emotional intelligence right is really difficult” (18) You can be very neutral in the written form so it is a difficult skill to learn … however hard you try its difficult not to sound too mundane or too excited… It’s a set of skills you need to learn to do it effectively”.
Applications

As we have seen from the above, staff involved in this project felt that the audio method was very good for feed-forward and that an ideal application was for this purpose in addition to written summative feedback. Indeed, it was felt that the formative context would negate some of the worries about litigation discussed above:

“I’d be happier giving feedback in a formative sense released from the constraints of grade point criteria and the associated language”

Audio feedback was thought to be especially effective for formative feedback as there was acceptance that the spoken voice delivers more detail than the written form (minute for minute of time spent) can, and that for many reasons, it is probably more memorable:

“We have sanitised our written feedback so it is probably less memorable. There’s clearly a role for it, you can motivate and stimulate much more easily it is much more memorable.”

There was a suspicion however, that students have responded initially positively to the novelty value of audio feedback and that, as the students themselves suggested, if it was used too much, the popularity and utility of the method would decline. It was felt that the sporadic use of audio feedback would be most effective.  One colleague also thought that students might become more critical of audio feedback over time:
“Whether they become more critical over time of the minutiae of the feedback as they become more used to it will be interesting”

There was also a question as to whether students would use audio feedback over time as much as they might written feedback due to the perceived difficulty of re-accessibility (of the whole or more importantly perhaps, of just a part):

“The re-accessibility aspect is important. They can go back to parts of the written feedback but would they listen to a 5 minute file again if they only needed a bit? Also, they have to listen to the negative criticism again if there is some, and they might not want to do this and thus may not be able to bear to listen again”

There is clearly scope for further research into this time factor. There was also concern that it might be seen as a substitute by staff or students for face-to-face contact: 
“It isn’t a substitute for sitting down and talking to students”

Conclusions and recommendations
In many ways, staff responses to audio feedback were more tempered and cautious than students’ although, both sets of users reached similar conclusions. There are many different ways of using and executing audio feedback, and it can be used for different purposes. The Department of Geography at Portsmouth have only used it for written assignment feedback, for mainly summative purposes (but with a view to providing valuable feed-forward), with first and third year students and (mainly) through the vehicle of voicemail. All these factors affect its reception and production. 

With these limitations in mind, the main conclusions of this study are the following:

1. Audio feedback was popular amongst the student group who received it, with 98% of students responding that they liked it “a lot” or “a little”.

2. The key aspects that students valued in audio feedback were its more detailed nature, more personal nature, clarity, potential for feed-forward, spoken voice conveying more, not reliant on handwriting and its more constructive nature.

3. The key criticisms of the audio method from students were its separation from the script, its personal nature sometimes being too uncomfortable/upsetting, the inability to answer back and the concern that it doesn’t replace the (obviously valued) written feedback.

4. Key concerns of staff were the feasibility from a cost-benefit perspective, physical practicality, language and litigation and where and how best to use the audio method for maximum impact.

5. Staff were more cautious than students, remaining unconvinced overall of the cost-benefits but recognising great strengths and potentials if used judiciously.

6. For summative feedback, neither staff nor students recognise audio feedback as a replacement for the rule-governed written feedback. Both groups felt that they offer different possibilities and neither group would willingly move to audio feedback if there was any chance that written feedback wouldn’t be provided alongside it. 
7. Both staff and students recognised the great value of audio methods for formative feedback and feed-forward. This was where its major strength was thought to lie.

8. Students in particular felt that audio feedback provided a much more detailed and richer account of the strengths and weaknesses of the work.

9. Students felt that hearing feedback was more effective and memorable than reading it but both staff and students felt that the sporadic use of audio feedback was important in this respect. If it became a common method, its impact and popularity would probably decline. This means that the judicious use of use of the audio medium at the most appropriate moments would be the best approach. Further research needs to identify those most appropriate moments.

10. Staff had concerns about the need to be very careful about language and tone in audio feedback, and felt that a separation of intent between written feedback and audio feedback would be useful. Students could then receive careful guidelines about the purposes of the different forms of feedback and about how to use them. These guidelines would act as a disclaimer explaining that the audio feedback is of a more informal nature to the written.
11. The author’s own views of the audio method whilst embedded in the above discussion, are more positive on the whole than the staff views reported. The following response from a student negates, in the author’s mind, any reservations about the method: 
“I thought it was the best feedback I’d had at Uni full stop. You could argue that you could go to the Lecturer and talk through your essay but in reality ………….. unless you’re uber-keen that’s not going to happen and I found that the comments you made in the audio feedback … were extremely useful. I got a good mark anyway and I got a good mark that I was happy with but then you provided really good constructive criticism about how I could improve my work to boost it up even more… and I’m using it now in my gender and development essay” (Level 3 Focus group).

Activities and Outputs

1. This research has led to the award of further monies and support from the Department of Curriculum and Quality Enhancement at the University of Portsmouth to continue and extend the research. The short-term nature of this current project has prevented comprehensive evaluation and embedding and this extra money (for a further 18 months) will enable this.

2. Paper presentation by Carol Ekinsmyth “The use of audio technologies in assignment feedback” to the University of Portsmouth annual Learning and Teaching Conference, December 16, 2008
3. Workshop presentation with Bob Rotherham and other members of the “Sounds Good” initiative to the JISC Users and Innovation Programme end of programme meeting, Loughborough, March 10, 2009.

In the future:

4. Plan to submit a version of this report for publication in Planet.

5. Plan to present paper at the GEES Subject Centre Assessment for Learning Conference, Manchester May, 2009.
6. Continuation of the research following some of the research avenues mentioned in the conclusions.
7. Submission of a paper to an academic journal.
Future Research Priorities 

1. Not discussed above but potentially significant and important is the finding from a conversation with a dyslexic student that he had found the audio method very much more useable than written feedback. It could be that this method suits (some?) dyslexic students very well and that it might, at the very least, be used for such individuals. 
2. Further study of the utility of audio feedback for generic, group-based feedback is needed.

3. It would be useful in particular to compare different methods of audio feedback, different types of audio feedback, whether a positive student response to the method is more likely the more glowing and less critical the audio feedback is, and to undertake a longitudinal study of student use of audio feedback especially perhaps what they remember from it after a period. It would also be interesting to evaluate the question of how much audio feedback a student should receive in the course of their degree for its greatest impact.  

4. The grant-holder has been awarded £2,000 from the home institution - plus the use of the University’s TV production suite and staff to further extend this project. This additional project ends November 2010.
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““I think it is more articulate than written text. I think it allows you as a marker to articulate your points a lot better than a written line of text does -  and it allows you as a student to take the feedback on board more. I mean, I normally dismiss the written feedback form if I’ve done really badly”


“I think it also depends on if you’ve got the written feedback, if the writing is not easy to read – you strain yourself to read it, don’t bother to read it again - whereas the audio feedback you understand what they are saying”


“I think I’m different to you. With the written feedback I only try really hard to read it if I’ve done really well … if I haven’t and I felt like I did really well, I just throw it away and think, well I can’t really read that ….. but with the audio you have got more incentive to listen to it because it is not a struggle”


“And you can’t read ahead. You have to listen to it all. You don’t know what’s coming (general laughs). When you’ve got a sheet you can skim-read it …. On this [the audio feedback] you didn’t tell us the mark to the end”


“Yes that’s true, you can’t skim-read it can you” “


(Level 3 focus group conversation)








““My gut feeling will still be … phew…. it’s a lot of work”


“I don’t think it will ever be widely applicable”


“At the moment based on my own experiences, I think the same, its beyond us but it may be because it is new, its learning a new language and new skills””








““In the spoken form I could say this needs to be developed further for example…..”


“Yes and I think that is where it adds value”


“Very much adds value””.  (Focus group dialogue)








““You’d almost have the spectre of litigation hanging over you when you are recording your comments”


“I think unfortunately, there is an element of this, we have to be very careful”


“And if you sanitise what you say, there is no benefit to audio feedback”


“So I think you have to be openly not controlled and just natural”


“Which is fine but then you need guidelines as to how audio feedback is to be treated, and stating that it doesn’t have the same status as the written feedback. Otherwise, everyone is going to be so measured”


(Staff focus group discussion)











� This figure excludes students who received audio-visual feedback.
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