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‘Has made higher education better’: An evaluation of an online feedback training approach

Abstract

Recent research has indicated higher education students from the current net generation increasingly prefer to access their assignment feedback online rather than in hard copy, allowing universities to harness technological approaches towards a more up-to-date student experience. However, this research has also highlighted lack of training for students on how to access and make use of online feedback. The present study evaluates a training approach embedded within an undergraduate teaching programme. Students completed a survey on the training approach. A sub-set and an additional comparison group took part in focus groups. The findings indicate a clear need for such specific training, that it can reduce depersonalisation in an age where universities are becoming increasingly digital, and that the transition into higher education can be supported through appropriate realignment of student instruction. The outcomes should enable a refining of current approaches to introducing undergraduate students to working with feedback, which should ultimately enhance the overall higher education student experience.
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Introduction

Alongside the rapid developments in technology and an increasingly digitally resourced world (Abrahams, 2010; Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley, 2009; Sarkar, 2012) higher education institutions across the globe are welcoming and engaging with a continually changing student body. The majority of young people entering higher university today are of the so-called net generation (Manuguerra and Petocz, 2011; Prensky, 2012) who are seen as highly comfortable with technology and who, as a result, are looking for learning that reflects this experience (Bradwell, 2009; Lai, 2011). As a result, teaching and learning approaches in higher education are increasingly embracing – or having to embrace – technology (Laurillard, 2006; Turney, Robinson, Lee and Soutar, 2009; Selwyn, 2016; Walker, Voce and Ahmed, 2012). 
A key area of the higher education experience where students need to be supported is their engagement with assessments. Assessment and feedback engagement are integral to student achievement of educational goals and motivation (Brown, Peterson and Irving, 2009; Grieve, Padgett and Moffitt, 2016; Heinrich, Milne and Granshaw, 2012) and they can promote self-regulated learning (Brown, Peterson and Yao, 2016). These issues emphasise the importance of this domain. In particular, assessment and feedback in higher education, too, have gone digital and various studies have examined how technology can be used to support student engagement (e.g. Ambler, Breyer and Young, 2014; Hepplestone, Holden, Irwin, Parkin and Thorpe, 2011; Pellegrino and Quellmalz, 2010; Säljö, 2010). However, despite students increasingly coming from a digitally confident population, their engagement with feedback through digital means is often subject to unexpected difficulties with the particular digital approaches used in higher education settings. This warrants further examination.
Digital approaches to teaching and learning are often seen in a positive light. For instance, many higher education institutions follow blended learning systems that incorporate digital approaches because students make outcome gains (López-Pérez, Pérez-López, Rodríguez-Ariza and Argente-Linares, 2013) and they tend to show positive attitudes towards these approaches (López-Pérez, Pérez-López and Rodríguez-Ariza, 2011). In the particular context of assessment and feedback, digital approaches are viewed favourably by institutions because they help reduce plagiarism (Baker, Thornton and Adams, 2008; Batane, 2010) and allow for faster marking, reducing the administrative workload (Buckley and Cowap, 2013). In addition, online marking is seen to be just as valid as marking in hard copy (Shaw, 2008) and feedback is perceived to be more targeted and more effective (Ambler et al., 2014). 
Among students, too, preferences are turning more towards online marking and feedback provision. For instance, Hast and Healy (in press) recently found that 86% of undergraduate students preferred submitting assignments online rather than in hard copy, adding to a growing trend that started with only one in four students showing such a preferences just a decade earlier (Ambler et al., 2014; Bridge and Appleyard, 2005, 2008). Similarly, when it came to accessing feedback online, Hast and Healy (in press) noted an increase in preferences from prior studies (Ambler et al., 2014; Bridge and Appleyard, 2008), and added by noting similar student preferences for reading feedback online. Added to this are various benefits that students see in digital approaches. In particular, they offer greater flexibility in terms of time and space (Brown et al., 2016; Hast and Healy, in press; Timmis, Broadfoot, Sutherland and Oldfield, 2016; Turney et al., 2009) and increased ease of access (Grieve et al., 2016; Hast and Healy, in press). In essence, all these allow students to ‘work, learn, and study whenever and wherever they want to’ (Gosper, Malfroy and McKenzie, 2013: 278).
The changes noted above are most likely a response to the increase in so-called net generation students (Manuguerra and Petocz, 2011; Prensky, 2012) as well as reflecting technological innovations. However, technology is not always categorically seen as a positive in higher education (see e.g. Selwyn, 2016) and it is therefore of essence that any new digital approaches are evaluated as carefully as possible. In doing so, higher education teaching and learning can be realigned and reformed as appropriately as possible. For instance, despite the fact – or assumption made (cf. Hast and Healy, in press) – that many young people now entering higher education are familiar with new technologies these experiences vary and often do not match the new skills required at university. This means institutions have a responsibility to promote appropriate learning opportunities for students to fully engage with digital approaches (Newman and Scurry, 2015), thereby having to support the transition process in a field that is easily overlooked.
The consequences of a lack of such transition support can be seen in the negative student experiences surrounding online assignments. A key issue for students is that online feedback, in the absence of face-to-face discussion, leads to difficulties in interpretation and use of feedback (Andrade, 2010; Hast and Healy, in press; Hattie and Timperley, 2007). This lack of relationship with the online marker can have knock-on effects, leading towards depersonalisation and reduced self-regulated learning (McCabe, Doerflinger and Fox, 2011; Parkin, Hepplestone, Holden, Irwin and Thorpe, 2012) and can, in turn, impede the issue of interpretation. Appropriate engagement on the student behalf contributes to issues such as retention rates, indicating an enhanced engagement with supporting transition (Gale and Parker, 2014; Kift, Nelson and Clarke, 2010). The issues noted above could be resolved in a relatively simple manner – through the provision of structured training that guides students through all relevant processes, including aspects of submission and access, and clarifying the relationship between online feedback access and communicating with tutors to discuss the feedback. Doing so should enhance engagement motivation (Hast and Healy, in press).
To support students in their transition into online feedback provision, a series of activities was embedded in a first year undergraduate module on learning skills, centring on submission and access. In the first lecture students were given a live demonstration on how to submit work online (Step 1). Importantly, the instructors showed this from the student perspective by having the instructors enrolled on a practice module as a student. This was necessary since the student view of Turnitin is different from that of an instructor. Students were then set a simple writing activity and were asked to submit this assignment online after the lecture (Step 2). The instructors provided basic written feedback on the assignment through Grademark and students were requested to access the feedback online, using video materials posted on the VLE to support the process, if necessary (Step 3). Following a later assignment on which students were provided with more extensive formative feedback, students were given a lecture on how to use the feedback, including knowing who to speak to and how this could be identified from the feedback (Step 4). What follows in this paper is an evaluation of this structured training approach, drawing on quantitative and qualitative data of student views. Specifically, it seeks to draw on how these views compare to those of students who had not undergone this training.

Method

The target participants for the present study were undergraduate students in their first year of a social science degree programme at a university in the Greater London area. The research was carried out during the second semester, which meant all of the participants had previous experience of submitting work and accessing feedback online as required by the programme. To gain more detailed insight into the student views a mixed method approach was chosen, combining both statistical trends and personal experiences (Creswell, 2015). A survey drawing on both quantitative and qualitative data was carried out first, followed by qualitative focus groups.

Survey

A total of 62 students (55 female) originally registered for the module in question completed the survey. This represents a response rate of 82%. The majority of respondents (81%) were aged 18 to 20 years at time of degree enrolment , with the remainder identifying as aged 21 or above at that time (classified as mature students; cf. UCAS, 2017).
To gather initial insight the survey covered a range of items and response approaches across two sections using 4-point Likert scales. In the first section, questions were asked around the first writing activity and subsequent feedback access (Steps 1, 2 and 3). In the second section, questions were asked around post-feedback engagement (Step 4). This was then followed by open-ended response opportunities. Questions were asked about perceived ease, perceived usefulness of the training, confidence in relation to future work, and the impact of the training on transition experience. The survey was distributed to students in hard copy during lectures. Participants responded anonymously and the survey took approximately 10 minutes to complete. To examine any significant relationships amongst the Likert items, Kendall’s tau correlations were run using SPSS.

Focus groups

Out of the 62 students who completed the survey, 8 participants were invited to take part in one of two focus groups (Groups 1 and 2), with 4 participants in each. Selection was made to represent the student body as closely as possible in terms of gender (6 female) and age group (7 aged 18-20 at start of course). While recommended focus group sizes are typically five or six participants (cf. Krueger and Casey, 2014) the requirement of specific participants meant that organising appropriate times to conduct a single group presented a challenge. A further focus group (Group 3) was run with 4 students who were from the same programme but who had not taken the particular module. Data are presented according to focus group and participant number in that group (e.g. the first participant from the first focus group is referred to as 1.1).
The focus groups were facilitated by the researcher, using a pre-determined set of questions to guide the participant interaction. In relation to the training or lack thereof, participants were asked to discuss the initial experiences of working with Turnitin and Grademark, their relationship with the online marker, and the overall transition into higher education. Each session lasted for around half an hour. All sessions were video recorded to ease the process of transcription. After completion of the focus groups, the transcripts were analysed by drawing on a grounded theory approach (see e.g. Charmaz, 2014; Corbin and Strauss, 2014). Transcripts were first openly coded by reading and re-reading the transcripts, and identifying all emerging instances of attitudes, feelings, ideas, thoughts and experiences repeated multiple times. These were constantly compared within and across transcripts. This was done until theoretical saturation had been reached. Memos were written alongside the extraction of codes. Then during axial coding the initial codes were grouped to form thematic relationships. Finally, central and peripheral themes and relationships between themes were established through selective coding.

Results and discussion

Perceived need for training

When asked about their experiences of working with online feedback, students who had not taken the learning skills module indicated that ‘it was quite hard without having like a proper training’ (Participant 3.1). Even though all participants in Group 3 had received some basic form of instruction through their other modules on how to submit work to Turnitin, they felt specific in-depth training was needed. As Participant 3.3 pointed out, ‘every tutor at the beginning just talks like really briefly about it, but it’s just too fast’. Conversely, those students who had gone through the structured training perceived it as a positive, removing unnecessary stress. They acknowledged that ‘Turnitin isn’t the easiest system to navigate without help and training cleared my confusion’ (Survey). Some even felt that the training placed them at an advantage over other students: ‘I found that I used it a lot more easily and I understood it better than other students from other courses’ (Participant 2.3). Participant 1.1 further pointed out that structured training was, in fact, essential: ‘I think if you’re just gonna freestyle it, you can’t do it’. This idea was similarly expressed by Participant 3.2 from the comparison group, who emphasised that a lack of training places a much greater onus on the students to be proactive in trying to engage with Turnitin: ‘We really need to go and search for [support]’.
These views reflect findings from previous work (e.g. Hast and Healy, in press) where students expressed a desire for training that supports their engagement with online submission and feedback processes, which they are not averse to in principle. So despite coming from a generation that is supposed to be comfortable with technology (Manuguerra and Petocz, 2011; Prensky, 2012) it is evident that they still see a need for training to support their engagement with specific digital approaches, especially ones they are unlikely to have experienced outside of higher education. The findings also point to the potential danger of leaving students to their own devices as this may have potential to lead to disengagement with feedback if the cost of effort is too high (cf. McCabe et al., 2011; Parkin et al., 2012), again highlighting the need for structured training to be in place.

Perceived usefulness of training

From the survey data it is evident that the structured training eased the submission process for students. There were moderate positive correlations between the views on the in-class demonstration and perceived ease of both submitting work, τ = 0.48, p < 0.001, and accessing feedback, τ = 0.40, p < 0.01. Supporting this, there was a moderate positive correlation between the views on the demonstration and the perceived difficulty of working with Turnitin if training had not been provided, τ = 0.42, p < 0.01. However, not only did the training make the submission and access processes easier for students, it also seemed to foster confidence towards future processes. There were moderate positive correlations between the views on the in-class demonstration and confidence both in submitting future work, τ = 0.34, p < 0.01, and in accessing future feedback, τ = 0.38, p < 0.01. This was also reflected in the open survey responses, as students felt they were, as a result, ‘able to submit essays better – easier for the future’. Furthermore, there was a moderate positive correlation between submission ease and confidence in submitting future work, τ = 0.45, p < 0.01, and a strong positive correlation between feedback access ease and confidence in accessing future feedback, τ = 0.57, p < 0.001.

Reducing disengagement and depersonalisation

A key issue pointed out by students in the comparison focus group was that ‘it would be maybe also helpful if you would have like a tutor to talk about [the feedback]’ (Participant 3.2). A similar issue was noted in previous work where students expressed a favouring of face-to-face tutor communication (e.g. Hast and Healy, in press) – despite not being prohibited from doing so. However, beyond the possible perception that they might not be allowed to speak to a tutor, a further issue contributing to this lack of engagement seems to be marker anonymity: ‘I’ve had my feedback but I don’t know who gave the feedback … I would first need to go to everyone’ (Participant 3.3). This is an area where structured training is helpful since it supports the clarification of post-feedback engagement. In fact, there was a strong positive correlation between the perceived usefulness of the students’ ability to identify the marker and understanding who to speak to about the feedback, τ = 0.59, p < 0.001. This ability was seen as important, as exemplified by Participant 2.2’s insight: ‘Knowing that the feedback was from her … helped me connect with the feedback’. 
Conversely, not having this insight reduced the students’ perceived efficacy to engage: ‘There’s so much missing, ‘cause you just read it but you can’t really interact … you want to see emotions and all that’ (Participant 3.4). Critically, the training not only helps students know who marked their work, it allows them to connect with the feedback and the marker on an emotional level, which was seen as missing by Participant 3.4: ‘It changes the way you read … if you didn’t know, you wouldn’t know whose sort of eyes you’re reading it through’ (Participant 1.2). As a whole, it is evident that structured training is not just seen as necessary to reduce stress; it has the potential to address concerns relating to interpretation (Andrade, 2010; Hast and Healy, in press; Hattie and Timperley, 2007) and depersonalisation of students in their engagement with online feedback (McCabe et al., 2011; Parkin et al., 2012).

Training and transition into higher education

A final key area of interest was how structured training might support the overall transition experience into higher education. Where the training had not been experienced, students commented on the transition challenges in the particular context of online assessment and feedback: ‘I spent quite a lot of time … just to get used to it … it was quite a big transition’ (Participant 3.2). Being aware of this perspective should help to understand how appropriate training and support can enhance motivation to engage with feedback and thus reduce potential issues surrounding retention (cf. Gale and Parker, 2014; Hast and Healy, in press; Kift et al., 2010). This becomes particularly clear when placing this in contrast to the students who went through the structured training, whose views were far more positive in relation to their transition experience. The training ‘allowed the transition to be a lot smoother’ (Survey), and as a result, Participant 2.4 was able to comment that the training ‘has made higher education better’. It is thus evident that appropriate training impacts the overall student transition experience, making it easier and more efficient.

Conclusion

Despite an ever increasing digitally competent and confident student body, which means higher education institutions must realign and reform their digital approaches to teaching and learning, this student body still requires support to make the transition into higher education – even on a technological level. The data presented here have shown that structured training can support students in an effective manner. It reduces the stress of the overall transition experience, builds confidence in their experiences with submission and feedback access processes, and has the potential to foster their engagement by reducing depersonalisation.
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