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 “Work does not bode well for graduate level..”
“Excellent work!”

“This was a good analysis, rethink this…” 

How would you react, what would you think and what can you do if you received these comments? 

I was bewildered, confused and emotionally shaken. I had sent them the same draft! My ego was shattered and self confidence questioned. The most positive comment left me feeling no better as I realized that my supervisor may not have read the work closely. The only consolation I found was in the last comment where it seemed encouraging though beckoning for major revisions. 

Reflecting on my undergraduate and graduate experiences, good feedback consists of the three ‘Ts’ which are namely thoughtfulness, thoroughness and tactfulness.  Memorable feedback are those that are constructive and help me progress in some aspect for the next draft of the paper or in forthcoming written work. The comments are usually written in an ink colour that is not red such as blue, black or green. The emotional effect ink colour plays can be quite drastic. The comments are generous throughout, consisting of a good balance of complimentary statements and thought provoking questions. At the end of the paper, there is an additional commentary that summarizes the general thoughts and areas that need attention. In the process of reviewing the comments, I felt relief that there was direction in what and how changes need to be made. 

Unfortunately, there exists a contrast to quality feedback. These feedback usually take the form of ‘invisible’, non-helpful or are negative in nature. In my mind, feedback that does little to help me improve or consist of a string of critical comments are the least welcomed feedback. However, another type of feedback which can be worst is a paucity of feedback. This leaves me with an empty feeling as the mark suggests nothing about how my work deserved the grade it was awarded and there is little direction for future submissions.

At the graduate level, feedback also comes in a spectrum ranging from minimal to extensively thoughtful remarks. The main difference between graduate and undergraduate experience is that the form of feedback is no longer concentrated on written feedback that is static but I am encouraged to discuss and have dialogue with my supervisors. When written feedback is provided, it is often staggered or progressive such that feedback is provided on one component of the research paper such as the research framework whereas grammar and wordsmith comes at a later draft. 

When I first began university, I had little confidence in my ability to make a logical argument and to articulate my ideas in written form. So, in my senior year, I decided to take a number of courses that required major papers to be written. The feedback I received included short in-person meetings in addition to written feedback that were attentive, instructional and constructive. Since I knew that the lecturers put their time and effort into providing comments, I felt important and that they cared about my achievements. These sentiments changed my paradigm of learning and abated my fears of essay writing. The difference these lecturers made is profound as it has changed my attitude towards writing. I now embrace the opportunity to express ideas in written form and I remind myself that learning to write a quality paper takes time and practice. 

I appreciate honest feedback from which I can truly understand what my errors are and how I can correct them. These are difficult to receive but provide a satisfying result. These are in striking contrast to hollow compliments that appease for the moment but only to realize later the substandard quality of the work. Feedback has a second significant impact on me. This is the confidence and ability to pursue a Ph.D degree. Academia is a world where one is constantly receiving feedback from colleagues whether solicited or not, positive or negative. I now welcome all feedback as I see them as opportunities for better work, rather than personal attacks or confidence crushers. As a result, I have engaging discussions at conferences because I speak openly about and listen sincerely to limitations of my study, returning the year later with better work to share. 

Conventionally in our learning institutions, feedback provides comments on work already completed. However, its role is significant to a student’s learning and development. Three general thoughts are shared here which include the form it is delivered, the tone it carries and the content matter. 

Feedback can take multiple forms such as written note, face-to-face, e-mail or phone conversation amongst a few. I think it is important to try these different methods and evaluate which works best for the lecturer and for the students. Learning can be personal and feedback may also need to be differentiated to match different student’s needs. For example, some students are better to discuss their progress in person whereas some may want the time and space to consider the written comments in private. Also, a mix of specific and summative feedback are helpful as this combination provide students with immediate and long term goals to work on.

Since feedback may be more apt to appear critical when in fact it is meant to be constructive, it is suggested that lecturers consider how the student may interpret the feedback. For example, ink colour, the balance of positive and negative comments, detail of comments as well as promptness of the feedback contribute to an underlying message beyond the intent of the feedback. Do you care enough to spend time on providing helpful comments? Are you responding in a kind but helpful manner?

The final consideration is the message that is carried forward through the feedback. Feedback should be seen as an element of a wholesome education. Hence its role is important, providing students with an idea of what work they have produced, encourage active and motivated learning. Rather than simply providing feedback which has a tendency to focus on what is already completed and often on negative aspects, a trend toward feedon or feedforward, a focus on what future steps should be taken can be useful. This way, the students will be less likely to focus only on the mark when there is work ahead that needs to be addressed. 

Feedback is important to advancement, at school and at work. The lesson for lecturers is knowing what to say, when to say and how to say it. For students, we need to accept the comments professionally because they are not meant to be a personal attack on our competence but rather a second chance to be better. 

