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Abstract  
 
A study by four universities across the UK showed that it is important to 
inform students of the feedback and assessment practices at university and 
how they differ from practices at school.  The study a lso showed that  staff 
have a cynical view of students Õ learning that is not reflected in attitudes of the 
students themselves.
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1 Executive summary  
 
1.1 Background and context  
 
Assessment and feedback are crucial to the student learning experience and are key areas 
for enhancement, as highlighted by both the National Student Survey and the Quality 
Assurance Agency (QAA). Understanding student perceptions of assessment and feedback 
are essential in attempting successfully to tackle the key issues. In the first year of 
Bioscience degree programmes, students attend practical classes and complete practical 
reports as assessments.  With increasing numbers of students enrolling on these courses, 
providing effective pieces of assessment, and giving student feedback which they value, is 
becoming increasingly difficult. 
 
This study focused on the transition from school to university and developing an 
understanding of students’ perceptions of assessment and feedback at university. Year 12 
and 13 schoolchildren (lower and upper sixth form) from 70 schools across Great Britain 
were questioned about how their school work was assessed and the type of feedback they 
were given. They were also questioned about how they thought this might change once they 
reached university. This information was fed into an intervention presentation that was given 
to first-year undergraduates at four universities. This highlighted the differences between 
assessment and feedback at school and at university. A comparison of the perceptions of 
undergraduate and staff attitudes to feedback was made. This led to a series of 
recommendations being made to enhance the assessment and feedback process. 
 
When students arrive at university they do so with expectations of how their coursework will 
be handled. This may be at variance with what actually happens. As the student population 
has increased in both diversity and numbers, teaching strategies to support student learning 
have become increasingly important. Both the National Student Survey and QAA have raised 
the issue of assessment higher up the academic agenda. Students are now paying fees and 
as such their expectations of what to expect from a higher education experience have 
increased.  The emphasis has become one of looking for the best experience for the student, 
and this is particularly so when setting and providing feedback on coursework.  Recent and 
relevant feedback is really valuable to students, and understanding students’ perceptions of 
what constitutes good feedback is very important. This relates to issues such as student 
success, retention, happiness and whether they embark on a personal programme of deep 
or shallow learning. 
 
Feedback on coursework is an aid to student learning. It can vary from a tick and a mark at 
the end of the work, to extensive written feedback.  University staff have their own ideas as 
to what constitutes good feedback and what students do with the feedback they provide. In 
addition, many staff are not trained in setting assignments and giving feedback.  Generally 
feedback tends to be personal to the students and written on their assignment. Feedback 
can also be verbal and/or given as group feedback. What is clear is that feedback at 
university may be very different from feedback that pupils receive in school, and students 
arriving at university may not be prepared for the different style of feedback at university nor 
how to handle and utilise the feedback they are given.   
 
As student numbers have grown and the staff to student ratio has fallen, one of the biggest 
challenges for higher education is working out how to provide good quality teaching to large 
numbers of students. This is particularly relevant to setting coursework and providing 
feedback in large first-year undergraduate practical classes. Providing good quality feedback 
and understanding staff perceptions of what is valuable to the students, student perceptions 
of how their work will be assessed and how these perceptions relate to the reality of the 
situation form the basis of this study. Understanding perceptions is crucial in finding 
solutions.  
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This study focuses on the school to university transition for students studying Bioscience 
degrees. The outcomes, however, could be applied to other disciplines. Clearly there are 
many other routes into higher education such as for mature or international students, which 
have their own issues with regard to perceptions of feedback to coursework, but they are 
beyond the scope of this study.  
 
 
The study was designed around seven key aims, which were to: 

1. improve the transition process as it relates to feedback on assignments; 
2. conduct baseline research on the way that coursework is handled at sixth-form level 

in a variety of schools across Great Britain; 
3. conduct research into the perceptions that schoolchildren have of the way that 

coursework is handled in higher education; 
4. create an intervention presentation that can be given to undergraduate students 

during their induction period that will highlight the differences between the ways that 
coursework is handled at school and in university;  

5. assess the effect of the intervention presentation on the students’ perceptions of their 
feedback on laboratory assignments during their first year; 

6. improve the perception of feedback given to undergraduate students by 
understanding their expectation of how coursework is handled, based on their school 
experience;  

7. conduct research on how staff perceive the value that students place on different 
types of feedback. 

 
 
1.2 Methods  
 
Methods used were small group interviews, questionnaires and an intervention in the form of 
a presentation. Small group interviews of schoolchildren at two schools helped design a 
questionnaire that was circulated to 31 schools. Results from these questionnaires were fed 
into a presentation to be given to first-year undergraduates at four universities as they started 
their degree programmes. The undergraduates were all studying Bioscience degrees. 
 
Results from the questionnaires to schoolchildren were used to gain insight into how 
assessment and feedback were handled at school, and also to look at the perceptions 
schoolchildren had of how assessment and feedback would be handled at university. 
Questionnaires were given to first- and second-year Bioscience students at the four 
participating universities. The questionnaire asked about their experiences of assessment 
and feedback during their first year. The first-year students had had the intervention 
presentation, whereas the second-year students had not and acted as a control group. Staff 
at the four universities were given a questionnaire that was designed to gauge their opinions 
on how students reacted to assessment and the feedback they were given. Small group 
interviews were held with undergraduates at one of the universities. While they were small 
and only two were held, interviews provided some useful insight into some responses to the 
questionnaires. 
 
 
1.3 Findings  
 
This report focuses on an area of study that is receiving a lot of attention at present and is 
moving higher up the agenda of universities in general. The literature review provided the 
context in which to analyse the findings.   
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There were key findings in relation to the misconceptions staff had over students’ approach 
to feedback they received. Students ranked the use of a coursework feedback form much 
higher than staff, and considerably higher than staff thought students would rank it. Staff 
ranked the mark as more important than the students ranked it: almost 90% of staff believed 
students considered the mark to be the most important form of feedback, whereas actually 
only 34.5% of undergraduates considered the mark most important. Half the staff believed 
that only a few students took any notice of the feedback, and more than 10% of staff believed 
most students took no notice of their feedback. This study suggests that the proportion of 
students that do benefit from the feedback is much higher than this, with approximately half 
of the students saying they always read feedback comments. It appears that there is a rather 
cynical view from the staff about the student learning process and their use of feedback that 
is not really justified. Recommendations will be made to address this mismatch of 
perceptions. 
 
First-year undergraduates at four universities (between 100 and 300 students at each 
university) were given a presentation within the first two weeks at university about the 
potential differences they may experience between school and university in the way 
coursework and feedback may be handled. Following this intervention, the key difference, 
highlighted by the questionnaires, between first- and second-year students was that the first-
year students appeared to be more realistic than second-years in their expectations of 
feedback. When surveyed at the end of their first year, many students indicated that they had 
not been given the information from the presentation, suggesting they did not remember 
being given the presentation. However, the message appeared to have altered both their 
expectations and their level of satisfaction, as demonstrated by the following findings:   

¥ second-years expected more verbal feedback to their coursework than first-years; 
¥ the number of very unhappy responses was lower for first-years relative to the 

responses for second-years; 
¥ first-year students were happier in relation to the feedback they received on their 

coursework than second-year students. The possible reasons for this will be 
discussed fully in the main body of the report. 

 
Results from the survey of sixth-form students suggested that they did have certain 
misconceptions about assessment and feedback practice at university that need addressing 
as they enter university. For example, the majority of school pupils expected to have some 
personal verbal feedback, which may not always be the case. This misconception was also 
apparent when asking pupils about their expectations of drafts being commented on. School 
pupils felt that verbal feedback from the person marking the work was of high importance. 
Over 50% of pupils said they got verbal feedback at school either ‘always’ or ‘often’. This can 
go some way to explaining their expectations of this type of feedback continuing when they 
get to university.  
 
Students had a clear expectation as to how coursework would be handled at university that, 
in some key respects, did not always match the reality of the situation. There were many 
misconceptions about the way coursework would be marked; for example, approximately 
50% of secondary school pupils expected coursework to be sent away to be marked, while 
almost 30% believed it to happen ‘always’ or ‘often’. Students expected to be able to feed 
forward feedback from one assignment to the next, and school pupils expected to have a 
draft commented on at university before the final version of an assignment was handed in. In 
many cases this is not what happens, especially with very large groups of students. If 
students are not told about this difference in the way their coursework is handled they are 
very likely to be dissatisfied with the feedback process. 
 
There were differences between the responses of students in the four institutions taking part 
in the survey with one university showing that a high percentage of undergraduates felt their 
coursework improved as a direct result of the feedback they were given. However, at a 
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second university the percentage of undergraduates who felt their coursework did not 
improve as a result of the feedback they received was low enough to require urgent action by 
the department concerned. At all four universities students did not see asking for extra help 
as part of the normal feedback process, and there was a general reluctance to ask for extra 
help. There was no general trend in the data that suggested a gender effect. The feedback 
process and the reaction of students to the feedback they were given are complex and 
emotional issues, and are interlinked with many other issues that students have to face at 
university. Unravelling the variation between universities and between two cohorts of 
students at each university must be treated with caution and with an understanding that there 
are many interrelating issues that are crucial in making sense of the findings in this study. 
 
 
1.4 Recommendations  
 
Universities, at the School/department level, should think through and explore the 
implications of the mismatch in expectations between staff and students. Having a focus on 
inducting students in the assessment process during the early weeks of university life may go 
some way to helping the students gain more from their feedback experiences. 

 
1. Time should be built in to modules/units to allow for verbal feedback on assignments.  
2. A presentation should be delivered during students’ induction period that outlines how 

students can expect coursework to be handled at university and crucially how this 
differs from their school experiences, with caveats regarding students coming from 
other backgrounds. There should be regular reinforcement of key issues raised in the 
presentation throughout the first year. 

3. A presentation to staff should be designed that highlights how the students use and 
value the feedback they are given.  

4. Students need to have more information about what a mark actually means and be 
fully informed about marking criteria. 

5. All universities should consider designing a coursework feedback form that grades 
students’ work against a set of criteria and allows for a summary of feedback that also 
feeds forward to enable the student to learn from the comments. 

6. Staff should be trained in how to use peer assessment effectively. 
7. Assessment and feedback should be a priority on the agenda of university teaching 

committees. 
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2 Full report  
 
2.1 Background   
 
The transition from school to university is arguably one of the most significant academic 
transitions many people have to make.  White et al. (1995) summarise the changes that 
students are faced with: schools are relatively small institutions where pupils are taught by 
teachers that know them well, they could question and clarify their understandings and their 
understandings were monitored. They viewed this as a shift from a relationship of concern to 
one of indifference, and a shift from the teacher holding the responsibility for learning to the 
student. White et al. (1995) found an inability in first-year undergraduates to use the different 
learning contexts of university, as opposed to those of school, appropriately. They also found 
that school pupils were often told that their final school year would be the hardest of their 
academic lives, suggesting that school is treating this as an end in itself, not as a means to 
continue in education (White et al., 1995).  The transition from school to university is a 
daunting one for most students, leading to some students dropping out or becoming 
disengaged from the educational process. This disengagement can be a really important 
factor in students underachieving and may result simply from a difficult transition (Johnston, 
2001). Students who suffer this in silence can be a serious challenge to universities (Lowe 
and Cook, 2003). Tackling these issues is particularly challenging to universities who are 
being made more accountable and aiming to increase student retention by easing the 
transition from school to university (Johnston, 2001).   
 
In the current climate of accountability universities need to evaluate themselves, and this has 
resulted in the use of performance indicators, often related to students’ perceptions (Donald 
and Denison, 1996). These analyses have led to a better understanding of student 
perceptions of universities. However, perceptions of university tend to be more related to 
social life and being away from parents rather than to the way coursework may be handled, 
and, related to this, ‘success' in the first year is often more associated with social, rather than 
academic, success.  Lowe and Cook (2003) found that 20% of students were failing to come 
to terms with the academic and social demands of university life. They found that 35% of 
students did not find the university had ‘helpful, friendly teaching staff’, and 41% did not see 
staff as ‘sympathetic and reassuring’ as they had expected. Many students expected 
teaching styles to be similar to those at school, with 31% of students reporting difficulty with 
adapting to a more independent style of study. In general, a lack of information and 
perceptions that are not met by reality can lead to disengagement with the system and a 
failure of students to meet their potential. 

 
Fazey and Fazey’s (2001) study suggested that as students enter university they are 
motivated by a desire to learn new and interesting things, and they have a high expectation 
that university will deliver this. However, of all the types of motivation studied, to be 
stimulated by learning was rated significantly lower compared to other types of motivation. 
Lizzio et al. (2002), stating how Ramsden and Entwistle (1981) were first to establish 
empirically a relationship between approaches to learning and perceived characteristics of 
the academic environment, discuss the roles of presage, process and product in the learning 
system. They highlight the importance of students’ perceptions of their learning environment 
in light of their motivations and expectations.  

 
Johnston (2001) found a perceived lack of clear guidelines for first-year undergraduates as 
they started their degree. This could lead to a lack of familiarity with their new learning 
environment and an increase in fear of failure. This in turn could then lead to an overuse of 
surface learning approaches to their work.  Many students’ learning habits were found to 
deteriorate during their first year, and it is suggested (Johnston, 2001) this may be in part 
due to the lack of individual supervision. Pitkethly and Prosser (2001) demonstrate in their 
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study how important the initial experiences of students are when they begin their university 
education; they emphasise how important it is to understand the student experience.  Most 
important are the needs and expectations of undergraduates, as these are constantly 
changing. Many students enter university with an attitude that they will wait and see what 
happens. Harris and Palmer (1995) found that university staff are generally unaware of the 
problems students encounter in relation to the shift in teaching styles. If universities do not 
tell students what they expect from them, students can become overwhelmed.  It is clearly 
the transition that is a crucial time, with many students who dropped out saying they would 
have liked to have stayed, if the transition had been handled better. 
 
Davies et al. (2004) found comments such as “worried”, “apprehensive”, “overwhelmed” and 
“nervous” to be among the most common responses by students to how they felt on their first 
day at university. Only one positive response, “excited”, was reported.  If you add these types 
of feelings to the perceptions they have of what university will be like, and how wrong these 
perceptions can be, it is not surprising a significant number of students withdraw or 
encounter real difficulties during the transition period. Students’ perceptions of their learning 
environments are a stronger predictor of learning outcomes at university than prior 
achievements at school (Lizzio et al., 2002).  Davies et al. (2004) found student perceptions 
to be a key, rather than contributing, factor in whether or not students continued with their 
university education.  Comments relating to how the environment at university differed from 
pre-university gave responses such as: class sizes were bigger and more rowdy, making it 
hard to concentrate; deadlines were stricter; there was a lack of information; and tutors had 
less time (Davies et al., 2004). Smith and Hopkins (2005) found that students seriously 
underestimated the amount of time they needed to spend studying.   

 
Students often find independent study difficult because it is not what they were used to from 
AS- and A2-level classes. This has meant that universities have had to adjust and change 
the way they teach subjects. They need to recognise the different skills students have when 
they enter university and how they can work with these new skills effectively. Over the last 
few decades, there appears to have been a decrease in student preparedness for higher 
education, but an increase in students’ confidence in their abilities (Hansen, 1998). A report 
in the US suggested that students entering higher education overestimated their own 
abilities. Their general preparedness for university is considerably down on previous 
decades, but the differences that can be observed between students several decades ago 
and those now are cultural as well as academic (Hansen, 1998). In contrast, Fazey and 
Fazey’s (2001) more recent study found, in a study of first-year undergraduates, that 
students were not positive about their academic capabilities as they entered university.  They 
commented that it was important for university staff to help increase students’ perceptions of 
their academic competence at an early stage. Maybe this is related to a lack of feedback 
undergraduates receive early on in their course, many not receiving any feedback until week 
six of their first semester or even later.   

 
One problem with A-level teaching is that is does not teach independence of approach 
(Roberts and Higgins, 1992). This is not surprising because marks are awarded for specific 
points covered, and pupils are taught how to get the highest marks.  Roberts and Higgins 
(1992) found that students coming from schools with a more university-style of teaching 
made the transition more easily. Students with a school education that did not prepare them 
for university, coupled with a poor induction programme when they arrived at university, may 
continue throughout their degree programme with little ability to analyse and think critically 
(Harris and Palmer, 1995).  For example, students reported there was a problem with 
knowing exactly what was expected of them when preparing assignments (Crook et al., 
2006); this expectation was imported from their experience at school, where they were told 
what they needed to think about. They were also able to hand in a draft for correction before 
the final marking. Such differences from their school experience could cause irritation, but 
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students did recognise that procedures were different from those they were used to at school 
(Crook et al., 2006). 
 
Analyses of school results and pupil achievement are full of gender comparisons.  For 
example, gender differences are highlighted in exam results from schools. Scotland is one of 
the few countries where the gap between the achievements of boys and girls is closing. From 
2002 to 2005 the gap in pass rates between boys and girls dropped from 5% to 2% in 
Scottish Highers, and from 6% to 2% in Advanced Highers (Literacy Trust, 2007). This 
gender gap can be seen at university level in Scotland as well. For individuals under the age 
of 21, 55.2% of girls attend university, whereas only 42.8% of boys of the same age attend 
university (Schofield, 2004).  Some studies have also been carried out looking at differences 
between male and female students in how they cope with the university environment. Yorke 
(1998) showed males are more likely than females to report having difficulties with aspects of 
study at university. Kreber (2003) found no difference in responses in relation to gender in 
her study on perceptions and studying in undergraduate science; age was more of an 
indicator of results. Fazey and Fazey (2001) found that male students, when entering 
university, perceived themselves as more confident in their ability to succeed than the female 
students.     
 
The way in which students are assessed at university can be very different from the way they 
were assessed at school. For example, when writing up practical assignments where the 
work has involved an experiment, undergraduates are expected to discuss their results in 
relation to similar work from primary literature. In contrast, at school evaluation is combined 
with a simple conclusion.  Students are encouraged to draw strong conclusions relating to 
the correct answer to the question posed and categorically to prove or disprove the 
hypothesis posed earlier in the prediction section (OCR, 2004).  It is extremely rare that 
definitive conclusions can be drawn from a scientific study beyond that experienced at 
school. This transition away from definitive statements of proof can often be an obstacle to 
first-year science students. In addition to a change in style of assignment, the process of 
assessment is also very different. At school, pupils can hand in several copies of an 
assignment for comment or feedback before submitting a final version to be assessed, which 
is not the case with most undergraduate assignments. Taras (2006) points out that 
undergraduate feedback is minimal compared to that received by postgraduate students and 
also academics when they submit papers for publication. This may suggest that perceptions 
school pupils have about the type of feedback they may receive at university may well be 
more closely aligned with that of postgraduate, rather than undergraduate, study.   
 
One of the key learning tools in higher education is the feedback students receive on their 
coursework. Quality and quantity of this feedback is clearly a big issue to students.  Using 
University D from the present study as an example, in the National Student Survey 2005-06 
University D scored highly in many areas, but relating to feedback students only gave a 
score of 3.6/5 on the question of whether criteria used in marking had been made clear in 
advance, 3.7/5 on the question of whether the students had received detailed comments on 
their work, and only 3.4/5 on the question of whether feedback had helped clarify things they 
did not understand.  This suggests that measures highlighted in the QAA Code of Practice 
are not being addressed in a manner that is reflected in student evaluations. Similarly at 
University B in the present study, the National Student Survey 2006-07 shows that for 
Biology, while assessment arrangements and marking were fair (4/5) and feedback was 
considered reasonably prompt (3.4/5), many students did not consider that they had received 
detailed comments on their work (2.9/5) or that it helped them clarify things they did not 
understand (3/5). To improve the experience of university students, it is vital to address this 
clear lack of satisfaction with feedback. 
 
There is limited university policy on feedback to students. The QAA Code of Practice is clear 
about areas of feedback HE institutions need to consider, specifying the nature and extent of 
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feedback that students should expect and the effective use of comments. However, 
according to the National Student Survey, feedback is not effective. In addition there is huge 
variation across universities, departments and courses as to what is considered an 
acceptable quality and quantity of feedback.  Students come to university with strong 
expectations of a feedback process that involves a degree of personalised exchange with 
members of staff. The university system, partly due to large numbers of students and partly 
in a bid to ensure fairness, generally leads to little or no personal contact between the marker 
and the student during the feedback process. There may never have been such personal 
contact at university, but it is the expectation of the incoming student that this is what occurs 
(Crook et al., 2006). It has been suggested that as the staff-to-student ratio falls there is a 
danger that the quality of feedback on assignments could fall, with even less emphasis on 
personalised feedback (Buswell and Matthews, 2004).   
 
In a study by Rhodes and Nevill (2004), a large number of first-year undergraduates found 
the ‘quality of feedback on my work’ to be deeply dissatisfying. Students dislike a lack of 
information that is too impersonal and general, poor handwriting, a lack of dialogue with the 
marker and feedback that does not relate to future assignments (Higgins et al., 2002; Crook 
et al., 2006).  Higgins et al. (2002) showed that students valued feedback that related to 
deep rather than surface learning. Feedback sometimes occurred in the margins of a 
student’s text, but the principal feedback was constrained by the design of a standard cover 
sheet (Crook et al., 2006). Students acknowledged assessment was being attended to with a 
structured and visible system, and so found it harder to articulate the difficulties they faced. 
Students make an emotional investment in an assignment and expect some return on this 
investment (Higgins et al., 2001). They expect feedback because they believe they deserve 
it. There is also a perception that higher education is a service, therefore staff have a duty to 
provide feedback, and the students have high expectations as to the quality, quantity and 
timeliness of the feedback they receive. Students perceive feedback as something that will 
tell them whether what they are doing is right or wrong and will help them with performance 
(Higgins et al., 2002) as they were used to at school. Understanding their school history, 
therefore, is important in designing an effective feedback policy for universities along with a 
practical application of that policy. 
 
To improve students’ evaluation of their feedback, wouldn’t it simply be possible to ask 
teaching staff to increase the amount of feedback they give each student? First-year 
undergraduate classes are generally large and getting larger. Class size is clearly an issue in 
general student satisfaction with teaching.  Crittenden et al. (1975) found that the larger the 
class size, the lower the evaluation ratings for that class. Their study showed the benefit of 
small group teaching and the need for increased allocation of resources to large classes. It is 
clear that the workload of teaching staff is growing, and there is consequently less time for 
direct contact between a member of staff and their students (Higgins et al., 2002). Expecting 
staff to simply increase the amount of feedback they give may well be impossible because of 
the time this would take. It may be that the type of feedback students want is not the type of 
feedback they are receiving. In a National Union of Students (NUS) (2008) report, students 
were asked about the feedback they received and the feedback they would like to receive. 
There were particular discrepancies in relation to the amount of verbal feedback received, 
where they were provided with much less verbal feedback than they would have liked.   
 
In order to achieve good feedback, the assignments given to the students must lend 
themselves to providing quality feedback. Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) list seven 
principles they consider will aid self-regulation in students. They focus on good practice in 
providing feedback.  The first principle is that teachers should provide assessment criteria 
and goals that the students understand. Assessment needs to be aligned with the goals of 
the university, but also to the students and the environment they will enter into after they 
leave higher education (Donald and Denison, 2001). Faculty tend to focus on the students’ 
ability to think critically (Pithers, 2000), whereas students may be more concerned with what 
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they need to know to get a job once they leave.  Donald and Denison (2001) argue that 
student perceptions of criteria for assessments should be taken into account.  Their study 
also demonstrated that students’ ideas and views of quality assessment changed from 
perceptions and preparedness for university to thinking about what they will accomplish while 
there. What they consider to be good criteria for assessment as they enter university may not 
be the same when they start subsequent years of study. 
 
Students are generally given written comments on their assignments and a mark. There is 
much debate as to the value of giving both types of assessment on all assignments (Black et 
al., 2003). Black et al. discuss the relative merits of whether or not to provide a mark. It is 
argued that students pay more attention to the comments if no mark is given. The problem 
with this is that it is very counter-intuitive to the teaching staff.  Stobbart (2006) suggests that 
providing a mark can impede learning. The mark itself cannot be used in the process of 
learning. However, withholding a mark can have negative results on the learning process if 
the feedback comments are not useful to the student (Stobbart, 2006). However, one way of 
encouraging students to use the feedback is to withhold the mark until the student gives 
details of how they will use the feedback. The role of positive comments is also important to 
consider, because positive comments may not always be useful in the learning process. 
Praise may help with motivation, but it is not a substitute for useful feedback. Stobbart (2006) 
argues that while it can be used as a tool to increase motivation, it can hinder deep learning 
by encouraging students to seek praise by the easiest methods. 
 
Research has been carried out into the reaction of staff to the feedback they give, and it is 
important to look at feedback from this perspective. Staff do not often see the results of the 
feedback they give to students. They have concerns as to whether or not students actually 
read their feedback; when tutors put so much effort into marking students’ work it is much 
more satisfying when students actually read the feedback (Buswell and Matthews, 2004).  
One way to encourage students to read feedback is to ask students to specify what they 
would like feedback on. This would directly relate to the type of experience students were 
used to at school, where they would have a more open dialogue with their teachers. 
However, at university many students find lecturers unapproachable, believing that if they 
were to ask too much it would reflect badly on them (Crook et al., 2006). It may be that this is 
because the university tutor occupies the dual role of both assisting and passing judgment on 
the student (Higgins et al., 2001). Staff can have misconceptions about the students’ abilities. 
For example, in a study by Cox (2001) there was a clear mismatch between student and staff 
expectations of students’ mathematical abilities. There can also often be a mismatch 
between what students think and what staff believe they think.  Fazey and Fazey (2001) 
commented that academic staff often complain about students not being motivated to study, 
but their data disputes this. Younger students reported themselves as being motivated by the 
expectation of others, while older students declared themselves motivated by a fear of 
failure.   

 
Ramsden (2003) discusses why staff might give only limited feedback to students. It may be 
through a fear of losing authority, through an issue with giving feedback where they feel the 
student does not deserve it, or simply through laziness. He found that students are angry 
when they receive poor quality feedback, and he outlines an ideal of feedback that might 
meet students’ needs and perceptions of what constitutes good feedback. Ramsden (2003) 
suggests formal timetabled chances for students to discuss assignments, repeated informal 
assessments in class to allow the students to understand how they are progressing, setting 
useful written assignments and making good use of model answers. He suggests that this 
should provide a staff-students interaction rather than a one-way teaching process. However, 
Ramsden (2003) does recognise the problems of delivering this quality of teaching to large 
first-year classes.  
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Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) discuss how feedback should not necessarily be a one-
way process from teachers to students. Feedback is part of an overall learning strategy that 
can also make use of self- and peer assessment to encourage students to take an active role 
in their own learning. Formative assessment and the various types of feedback on it should 
enable self-regulation by the student in the learning process. There are many different types 
of assessment at university. Some measure and grade learning, whereas with others 
assessment is part of the teaching processes itself, and learning is through the feedback that 
is subsequently provided.  How the assessment is used can depend on the students’ 
perceptions of what it is for (Quinn, 2005). Students can use summative assessment to 
define the curriculum (Rowntree, 1987). In light of this, Quinn (2005) states that skills 
teaching needs to be aligned to the curriculum for students to take it seriously. In other 
words, assessment needs to be aligned to learning goals.  

 
Good feedback relies on shared assumptions and understanding (Entwistle, 1987); in other 
words, perceptions need to be based on knowledge of what actually happens. Expectancy 
theory demonstrates how people think about and make predictions of their environment and 
how motivation is affected by evaluation of their environment. Chen and Hoshower (2003) 
used this model to provide an overall explanation of a student’s motivation in the evaluation 
of teaching effectiveness. Evaluation is a crucial part of knowing how students have reacted 
to the feedback process. Students will take a more active part in this process if they believe 
their evaluation of the system is really used.  
 
Students benefit from being informed about the feedback process. Higgins et al. (2001) 
highlighted that through discussion, clarification and negotiation between student and tutor, 
students had a better appreciation of what was expected of them and that it may be 
necessary to emphasise ‘feeding forward’ into a piece of work, rather than simply ‘feeding 
back’. Rust (2002), in refining Bigg’s 1999 model of constructive alignment, gives a three-
stage model that incorporates identifying clear learning outcomes at the beginning of an 
assignment. Much research has specifically concentrated on providing students with 
information on marking criteria, the language of which is hard for students to understand 
(Higgins et al., 2002). Rust et al. (2003) found that, following workshops where assessment 
criteria were explained, the majority of students felt more confident about their assignment 
preparation; just a simple intervention, combining explicit articulation with a socialisation 
process, proved to be effective. O’Donovan et al. (2004) looked at the benefit of making 
staffs’ perceptions of assessment known to students by giving students a 90-minute marking 
criteria workshop in their first term. Cheng and Warren (1997) state that there are good 
reasons for giving systematic and comprehensive training to students in assessment criteria. 
However, Mutch (2003) argues that this is possibly done better at the programme level.    
 
Students’ perceptions form an important part of the decision-making process in how they 
undertake their studies during a course and, consequently, the results they obtain from the 
course, both with regard to qualifications and learning outcomes (Lizzio et al., 2002). In 
addition, students’ perceptions of teaching methods, workload and course structure, both 
before and during a course of study, are highly important in determining how much a student 
will gain from a course (Ramsden, 1991;  Biggs, 2001). Studies have shown that there are 
two main approaches to study on the students’ behalf: a shallow approach and a deep 
approach. A shallow approach looks strongly at results and concentrates on strategies 
merely to reproduce information in exams rather than looking at integrating and being able to 
apply the information (Marton and Säljö, 1976; Thomas and Bain, 1984). Conversely, a deep 
approach is where students concentrate more on the learning outcomes of the course rather 
than the results or qualifications, looking at the application of knowledge and developing key 
skills. Lizzio et al. (2002) suggest that students who were taught a deep approach to 
education at school were able to go further and have more success in higher education. 
Kreber (2003) found that heavy workload, or a perceived heavy workload, discouraged a 
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deep learning approach. She commented that university staff comment about the problems 
of getting through all the necessary course material, but that this may discourage the type of 
learning they are trying to instill in the students. There is a belief among university teachers 
that students need to learn facts before developing scientific skills (Quinn, 2005). This can 
result in an excessive content in lectures and also in illustrative laboratory sessions. In 
contrast, laboratory sessions should be used to engage the students’ interests and develop 
their scientific curiosity. 

 
If students’ perceptions of a learning environment are very different from the reality of the 
situation they find themselves in, they are more likely to follow a shallow approach to learning 
(Marton and Säljö, 1976); this may well limit the learning outcomes of the student. This is 
because the focus in higher education is on the application of knowledge rather than 
reproducing information without application. Trigwell and Prosser (1991) clarified the types of 
learning outcomes that students were likely to take from a course. Their research found that 
a deep approach to learning was more likely in courses with qualitative learning outcomes 
(an understanding of the key skills developed over the course), rather than courses that had 
quantitative (assessment results) outcomes. Kember and Leung (1998) looked in more detail 
at students’ perceptions of workload and its impact on their learning approaches. They found 
a positive and reciprocal link between surface approaches and perceived heavy workload: 
the perception of a heavy workload affected the learning approach of the students, and a 
heavy workload affected the perceptions of the course. Students who took a deep approach 
to learning were more likely to report a higher level of overall satisfaction with their study 
(Ramsden, 2003).  
 
Quinn (2005) states that assessment defines what, and how, a student learns, whether it is 
by a deep or surface approach. First-year classes are often large, deprived of resources, and 
have a cohort of students with a wide range of abilities and interests. These students require 
a good quality of feedback and a lot of it during their first year. Hughes (2004) reviews 
different assessment options for large first-year classes, looking at the balance between the 
need for formative assessments and feedback, and the time constraints of the teaching staff. 
Self- and peer assessment are being recognised as ways of addressing these issues, as are 
e-learning and other assessment tools. Their current use, however, is fairly limited because 
of the problems associated with making changes when the class size is so large. Self-
assessment is crucial to students becoming independent learners (Black et al., 2003), and 
peer assessment can be seen as a way of helping students develop good self-assessment 
skills. Assessments such as self-marked quizzes can also be a tool to assist students in self-
assessment (Quinn, 2005). Black et al. (2003) suggest that students need to be guided in 
how to use feedback, in order to become good at self-assessment. They need to “learn how 
to learn” (Quinn, 2005). Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) discuss how self-assessment can 
be very effective in helping students achieve their learning goals. In addition, an active role 
for students in the assessment process can prepare students for future learning in a way that 
teacher-only assessment and feedback might not. 
 
It is crucial when looking at the whole process of improving feedback to understand the 
environment the majority of students come from. This must also be studied in the wider 
context of a lack of students opting to take science subjects, both at school and university. 
Studying science at university has to be seen as an attractive option to students, and their 
reaction to feedback is central to this. The UK is producing ever fewer science graduates, 
and there are warnings from groups such as the CBI that this lack of science graduates will 
leave us lagging behind foreign competitors (Taylor, 2007). Given the scientific talent and 
resources present in our universities, this decline can only be explained by students either 
not being interested in science degrees or having ingrained misconceptions and perceptions 
about studying science.  Clearly changes need to be made if the target set by the CBI to 
double science graduates by 2014 is to be met (Taylor, 2007). 
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2.2 Aims  
 
The study was designed around seven key aims, which were to: 

1. improve the transition process as it relates to feedback on assignments; 
2. conduct baseline research on the way that coursework is handled at sixth-form 

level in a variety of schools across Great Britain; 
3. conduct research into the perceptions that schoolchildren have of the way that 

coursework is handled in higher education; 
4. create an intervention presentation that can be given to undergraduate students 

during their induction period that will highlight the differences between the ways 
that coursework is handled at school and in university;  

5. assess the effect of the intervention presentation on the students’ perceptions of 
their feedback on laboratory assignments during their first year; 

6. improve the perception of feedback given to undergraduate students by 
understanding their expectation of how coursework is handled, based on their 
school experience;  

7. conduct research on how staff perceive the value that students place on different 
types of feedback. 
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2.3 Methods  
 
2.3.1 Universities and schools taking part in the study 
 
Four universities (Table 1) and 31 schools were involved in this study. Methods used were 
small group interviews, questionnaires and an intervention in the form of a presentation. All 
interview material and questionnaires were passed by the Ethics Committee at University D.   
 
 
Table 1 :  Profile of the four participating universities with respect to Biosciences  

 
 

University 
 Total number of 

undergraduate students 
at the university 

Total number of 
students studying 

Biosciences 

Total number of 
staff teaching 
Biosciences 

A 13,000 550 67 
B 25,000 750 60 
C 26,000 1020 125 
D 14,000 420 45 

 
 
 
2.3.2 Structured school interviews and subsequent questionnaire design and distribution 
 
A small-group structured interview was carried out with 15 Year 12 students from two state 
secondary schools, designated School X and School Y. The pupils were studying at least 
one science subject at A-level and were aiming to continue on to higher education. The 
interview covered topics relating to how they were being taught at school and how they 
anticipated being taught at university. Questions were open-ended to enable unanticipated 
topics to emerge, such as those used by Buswell and Matthews (2004). The results from this 
interview were used to structure a pilot questionnaire, similar to the method used by Crook et 
al. (2006). This questionnaire was taken to School X, where 12 Year 13 students who were 
taking Biology A-level were individually taken through the questionnaire, and their 
interpretation of each question was discussed with them.  The questionnaire was rewritten 
where appropriate and piloted in School Y, where it was given to 12 Year 13 pupils as a 
group. They completed the questionnaire, and then they discussed the questionnaire as a 
group. Minor changes were made to the questionnaire.  The final version is given in 
Appendix 1. The questionnaire included several different styles of question: ‘yes’/’no’ 
answers; answers that used the Likert scale; and ranking statements in order of preference. 
Some questions were modeled on those that ask specific questions with ‘strongly agree’ to 
‘strongly disagree’ response options, such as those used by Gibbs (2003). Some key 
subjects were covered by several different question types to maximise their usefulness.     
 
This questionnaire was distributed to 31 schools across the UK. Most were state schools, but 
private day schools and boarding schools were included. The only stipulation was that pupils 
must be taking at least one science subject at A-level. The questionnaire was translated into 
Welsh for the one Welsh school in the study, and adapted for those at schools in Scotland 
taking Scottish Highers. The questionnaire was paper-based and either taken or posted to 
specific identified teachers in each school. Arrangements were made for the completed 
questionnaires to be either returned by post or collected by hand. Results were entered onto 
an Access database. 
 
 
 
2.3.3 Design of undergraduate presentation based on school questionnaire analysis 
 



The Higher Education Academy – June 2009 
       

17 

After the first 100 questionnaires were completed, results were analysed to look for patterns 
in the data that could be fed into a presentation to undergraduate students at the four 
participating universities (Table 1). Interviews with staff at Schools X and Y were also used to 
provide information on teaching methods at A-level. A PowerPoint presentation was 
prepared that highlighted perceptions students may have about the learning environment at 
university. The presentation demonstrated to students an understanding on the part of the 
university in the way students may have been taught at school, and explained why the 
school and university learning environments were different. The PowerPoint presentation can 
be seen in Appendix 4. The presentation was given to students studying Biosciences at 
Universities A, B, C and D within the first week of their degree programme. 
 
2.3.4 Design of questionnaire for undergraduate university students 
 
A questionnaire was prepared for Bioscience students at Universities A, B, C and D. 
Information from the initial analysis of the first 100 school questionnaires was used to 
prepare this questionnaire because it highlighted areas where perceptions of university may 
not be reflected in reality. A pilot of the questionnaire was given to four third-year Bioscience 
undergraduates at University D. Their interpretation of each question was discussed and the 
questionnaire was then rewritten. The revised questionnaire was presented to a group of five 
different third-year Bioscience undergraduates at University D who completed the 
questionnaire and then discussed it as a whole. Modifications were made to create the final 
questionnaire. This can be seen in Appendix 2. The questionnaire was given to second-year 
Bioscience students at the end of their first semester and first-year Bioscience students at 
the end of their second semester.  The second-year undergraduates had not received any 
presentation about the transition from school to university and so acted as a control group. 
There were problems in this, because these students were being asked about their first-year 
experience when they had completed a whole semester of their second year. Also teaching 
methods vary year on year and staff change, so these second-year students may have 
received different experiences from the first-year group.  The data were analysed with this in 
mind. Questionnaires were paper-based and given to students in lectures or practical 
classes. Higgins et al. (2002) found that this method maximised their response rate. Data 
were entered onto an Access database. 
 
2.3.5 Design of staff online questionnaire based on the analysis of the undergraduate data 
 
After an initial analysis of the undergraduate questionnaires, a questionnaire was prepared 
for teaching staff at Universities A, B, C and D. A pilot version (on paper) was given to two 
members of staff at University D who had experience in questionnaire design, and their 
comments were incorporated into a final version (see Appendix 3). The questionnaire was 
web-based and was sent by email to staff who taught Biosciences to undergraduates in all 
four participating universities. The questionnaire used software that automatically added the 
data to an Access database.   
 
2.3.6 Undergraduate semi-structured interviews 
 
Following an initial analysis of all questionnaires, a series of questions was designed for 
small group interviews with first- and second-year undergraduates. The interviews were 
semi-structured, following Higgins et al. (2001). The questions were designed to give a better 
understanding of some of the responses to the questionnaires. The undergraduate 
questionnaires were used to target key students to be interviewed, following methods of 
Cheng and Warren (1997). However, only students at University D were involved in these 
interviews and only three second-year and four first-year students came forward to take part. 
The timing of these interviews, at the end of the year when students were preparing for 
examinations, may well explain the unwillingness to give up time for these interviews. The 
results from the interviews have been included in this study because, while not necessarily 
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representative, they did provide some interesting insight into issues explored in this study. 
The combination of group interviews with questionnaires has been widely used as a means 
of explaining issues raised in answers to questionnaires (for example, Cheng and Warren, 
1997; Higgins et al., 2001; Crook et al., 2006). An outline of the questions covered appears 
in Appendix 5. 
 
2.3.7 Database design and usage 
 
All questionnaires in this study were designed to allow cross-referencing of responses 
between school pupils, undergraduates and teaching staff. All data from the questionnaires 
were entered onto separate Microsoft Access databases and then amalgamated onto a 
single Access database to allow comparisons of all information so that responses could be 
compared across a range of different categories. For all questionnaires, the number of 
responses to each question was recorded individually, so that if one question was not 
answered, the questionnaire was still included for analysis for all other questions. For 
questions that involved the ranking of responses, only those questionnaires where the whole 
question was completed correctly were included in the analysis. 
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2.4 Findings  
 
Numbers of staff and undergraduates involved in the study in each of the four universities are 
outlined in Table 2. These numbers represent the number of staff and students that were 
given the questionnaires to complete. (Table 1). In each institution Bioscience is subdivided 
into many different categories and the distribution of questionnaires at each institution 
depended on which subjects fell under the bioscience heading. 
 
Table 2 : Numbers of staff and undergraduates targeted with questionnaires and the number  of 
questionnaires returned (percentage response in brackets)  
 

Numbers targeted Number of questionnaires returned  
University Staff First-year 

undergraduates 
Second-year 

undergraduates 
Staff First-year 

undergraduates 
Second-year 

undergraduates 
A 40 376 350 31 (78) 184 (49) 174 (50) 
B 60 263 276 23 (38) 172 (65) 219 (79) 
C 94 343 310 28 (30) 252 (73) 199 (64) 
D 40 155 130 24 (60) 108  (70)  80 (62) 

 
The universities in this study practised a variety of marking and feedback procedures. 
Feedback and assessment varied between all institutions, although in general students wrote 
reports and comments were made on those reports, some with and some without feedback 
sheets. Since this study, practice has altered in line with a general change in most HE 
institutions to improve assessment and feedback. An account follows of the general practice 
at each of the Bioscience departments in each of the four universities at the time of this 
study.   
 
At University A every first-year practical class, which occurred fortnightly, required a written 
report. These received written comments and a formal mark from postgraduate 
demonstrators, who returned the work at the next practical class. They also discussed the 
work with their students. These marks, together with the mark from the degree examination, 
made up the final mark for the course. Courses also had formative assessments. These 
usually took the form of online multiple-choice question examinations made available in the 
middle and towards the end of each course. In addition some courses make use of PRS 
(personal response system) during lectures and/or practical classes as an aid to helping 
students understand how much they understood. Peer assessment was not used at level 1. 
There have been no major changes since the study, but the whole university is currently 
involved in top-down driven curriculum reform, so it is expected there will be considerable 
changes over the next few years.  

 
The main assessments in the first year at University B were tutorial essays, laboratory  
reports, problem sheets and course tests.  Essays were returned with a mark and a feedback 
sheet, which asked the tutor to identify what was good and what could be improved. It was 
intended that these fed forward to future essays. Laboratory reports and problem sheets 
were returned with a mark and annotation. Sometimes there were model answers and/or 
whole class feedback sessions. Laboratory reports were often marked by postgraduate 
students. There was at least one instance where laboratory manuals were peer assessed. 
 
At University C students were set both formative and summative assessments. These 
assessments took a variety of forms: class tests, essays, practical class reports, written 
assignments, data interpretation, or oral and poster presentations. Formative assessments 
may have been peer marked or marked by tutors and returned to students with comments on 
the scripts. Summative work was not peer marked, but was returned to students where 
appropriate. Feedback on summative work was given by a variety of means: either marking 
performance, comments on scripts or annotated model answers. Generic feedback was 
given where possible (either verbally, via email or through a virtual learning environment). 
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Marking was undertaken mostly by members of academic staff, with postgraduate markers 
being used for assignments that did not involve subjective judgments in the marking. 
Students were allowed to ask for extra feedback from individual module leaders, lecturers or 
personal tutors. The target time for the return of scripts to students was four weeks from the 
date of submission of the assignment. 
 
At University D, essays and laboratory reports were assessed with comments on the scripts, 
a coursework feedback form and a mark. They were timed so that each essay or laboratory 
report was marked and returned before the next was due.  All feedback was given in this 
form; there was no verbal feedback to the whole group, but individual feedback was offered 
and occasional group feedback was given on Blackboard. The year of this study there was 
no peer marking, although this has subsequently been instated. All marking was done by 
members of the academic staff; no postgraduate students marked student work.   
 
Each university, therefore, used a variety of different types of assessment and feedback.  All 
used a mixture of formative and summative assessments, but the style of assessment varied 
considerably.  This probably reflects the variation in assessment and feedback types seen 
across the whole HE sector. 
 
The data in this study represent responses to individual questions from questionnaires to 
undergraduates, university staff and post-16 schoolchildren. The number of responses to 
each question varies because some questions were left blank or not answered correctly. For 
example, in ranking questions some respondents gave joint rankings. All such answers were 
discarded on an individual question basis. There were some data collected in small group 
sessions, but it proved extremely difficult to get students to attend these sessions. Very few 
responded to the request, and of those that did respond, only two second-year students and 
four first-year students at University D attended such sessions. The comments of the 
students are present here since they do provide some insight into student perceptions, but 
they cannot be taken as representative. 
 
The schools that were given questionnaires to fill out were those local to each of the 
universities in this study. Most were state schools, three were private and one was a private 
boarding school. Thirty-one schools were targeted, with a total of 641 pupils. Of these pupils, 
371 were female and 270 were male. There were 17 schools in Scotland, 13 in England and 
one in Wales.  In Scotland, all sixth-form students could be targeted because all pupils 
include a science subject in their Scottish Highers choice. In England and Wales, the number 
of pupils taking science subjects at A-level was very low, and so the number of pupils per 
school targeted with the questionnaires was much lower than in Scottish schools. The small 
group discussions with school pupils were carried out at two comprehensive schools near 
University D, with approximately ten pupils in each of four groups. These discussions formed 
part of the pilot of the questionnaires, but the comments made were interesting to report as 
part of the findings. As with the university group discussions, these were small and therefore 
could not be taken as representative of all pupils.   
 
Although only schools were targeted as representative of students going on to university, a 
proportion of students come from other backgrounds. These students were included in the 
questionnaires to university pupils, but they may be mature students or overseas students 
who will have come from different educational systems. 

 
This study focuses on the problems associated with large practical classes, but it also 
encompasses questions on the handling of essays, for example, by way of a comparison. In 
answering some of the questions, it may well be that undergraduates did not restrict their 
experiences to these classes. The questions asked first-years to remember their experiences 
of their first year, and second-year questionnaires asked students at the beginning of their 
second year to remember their first-year experiences. It is unlikely that responses were 
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therefore solely of experiences in large practical classes because memories will merge over 
time. The findings are probably more representative of a general impression of first-year 
assessment and feedback experiences. 
 
The findings are presented in four sections. Firstly those relating to the difference between 
staff perceptions of what students valued with respect to feedback and what students really 
valued.  The second section investigates the effect of an intervention in the form of a 
presentation, and whether this could alter student perceptions of the feedback they received. 
The third section looks at school pupils’ expectations of the feedback they might receive 
once they get to university. The final section looks at student expectations of feedback and 
whether the feedback provided actually benefited the students.   
 
2.4.1 Discrepancies between staff and student values of feedback 
 
Students and staff were asked to rank the order of value of five different types of feedback to 
coursework. In addition, staff were asked to rank the order according to what they believed 
the students thought to be important. This gave a fascinating insight into staffs’ views of 
students and measured this against the reality of the situation (Table 3). 
 
Table 3 :  Percentage of staff ranking statements first or fifth out of five according to which they 
consider ought to be most important to the student and which they believe the students feel 
are most important , and number of first - and seco nd-year (combined) students ranking 
statements first or fifth out of five according to which they consider ought to be most 
important  
 

 Percentage of staff ranking statements Percentage of 
students ranking 

statements 
 which ought to be 

important to students 
which staff believe 
students think are 

most important 

which students 
considered ought to 

be important 
Type of feedback  most 

important 
least 

important 
most 

important 
least 

important 
most 

important 
least 

important 
Completing a coursework 
feedback form 

13.2 41.5 9.4 21.7 26.0 8.5 

Correcting spelling and grammar 
on the manuscript 

3.8 34.9 6.6 61.3 2.2 69.5 

Making brief corrections and 
comments in the margins of the 
work 

27.4 1.9 9.4 0 16.5 2.3 

Writing a summary of comments 
at the end of the piece of work 

31.1 7.5 11.3 8.5 26.6 3.5 

Giving a mark 42.4 6.6 86.8 3.8 34.5 7.2 
 
Students ranked the coursework feedback form much higher than staff, and considerably 
higher than staff thought students would rank it (Table 3). In contrast, students ranked 
correcting spelling and grammar below either of the rankings from the staff.  Looking at the 
different rankings for a written summary of comments at the end of the work, staff and 
students’ rankings were very similar. However, staff thought that students would rank this to 
be of less importance.  One of the striking things about these data (Table 3) is that 86.8% of 
staff believed students considered the mark to be most important, but only 34.5% of 
undergraduates considered the mark most important. A higher percentage of staff ranked the 
mark to be most important (42.4%) than the percentage of students that ranked it most 
important (34.5%). One possibility that may explain this difference is that staff had a better 
understanding of what the mark meant.  Universities create marking criteria, but students do 
not always understand the relevance of the mark (O’Donovan et al., 2004). So the mark itself 
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may convey more meaning to the member of staff marking the work than to the student 
receiving the feedback.   
 
Because most staff rated the mark most important, very few rated any other types of 
feedback as most important.  Looking at which of the listed types of feedback staff ranked 
least important, they were in agreement with students in ranking corrections to spelling and 
grammar as least important; however, 21.7% of staff ranked the coursework feedback form 
as least important, whereas only 8.5% of students ranked it least important. Students 
appeared to value the feedback form more than the staff. Out of the types of feedback listed 
the most valuable to the students would be a mark, a completed feedback form and a written 
summary at the end. 
 
Maclellan (2001) looked at discrepancies between students’ and lecturers’ perceptions 
concerning assessment. As in this present study, there were clear discrepancies. For 
example, in Maclellan’s study 63% of lecturers said that feedback prompts discussion, 
whereas only 2% of students gave the same response. Maclellan’s study, however, did not 
ask about staffs’ perceptions of how students might respond. 
 
 

  
Figure 1:  Staff response s by percentage to the statement  ÔI think students would take more 
notice of the feedback comments if no mark was givenÕ  
 
Staff were asked if they felt students would take more notice of the feedback comments if no 
mark was given.  The results showed little commitment to any definite response (Figure 1).  
Slightly more than would be expected totally agreed, but not enough to suggest that marks 
should not be given for a piece of work so that the students take more notice of comments. 
Staff were asked about first-year work specifically, but results may well vary depending on 
whether the question were asked about final-year students or postgraduates. There are 
arguments for and against providing a mark as well as feedback on assessments (Gibbs and 
Simpson, 2004).  It has been suggested that whether or not a mark is given impacts on what 
students do with the feedback they are given. The data here (Figure 1) do not support this: 
almost half the staff either ‘partially disagreed’ or ‘totally disagreed’ with the statement ‘I think 
students would take more notice of the feedback comments if no mark was given’.  
 
Feedback was investigated with regard to staff providing students with additional feedback.  
Very few students asked for extra feedback (Table 4). The percentage of students who 
stated that they had asked for extra feedback was much higher for University D than at the 
other three universities, but the total number of students at University D was much lower than 
the other three universities in this study. This lower number of students might have meant 
that the students had more time with members of staff and so may have been more 
encouraged to ask for extra help. Results, however, were not analysed to look for this effect. 
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Instead, they were analysed to look for any gender differences. Looking at the responses of 
male and female students to the question ‘Have you ever asked for extra feedback on a 
piece of coursework?’, there was no trend for either predominantly male or female students 
asking for extra help (Table 4). In general, the percentage was extremely low for both male 
and female students at all four universities. The findings of this study agree with Kreber 
(2003), who also found no gender difference when looking at perceptions and studying at 
university. Lizzio and Wilson (2004) also found no gender differences in their study on first-
year perceptions of capability. They found more variation between younger and mature 
students, which the current study does not differentiate between. Fazey and Fazey (2001) 
found no gender or age effects on their study of perceptions of competence in first-year 
students. 
 
Table 4 : Percentage of male and female undergraduates who answered ÔyesÕ to the  question 
ÔHave you ever asked for extra feedback on a piece of coursework?Õ  
 

Percentage of first-year 
undergraduates answering ‘yes’ University 

male female 
A 4.8 3.9 
B 4.6 6.9 
C 2.0 3.9 
D 13.5 9.9 

 
Staff were asked how often students asked for additional feedback on their coursework 
(Table 5). Given the very low percentage of undergraduates that had ever asked for extra 
feedback (Table 4), staff showed a relatively high response rate for saying students 
‘sometimes’ or ‘often’ ask for help (Table 5).  There may well be staff who were approached 
by more students than other members of staff, but even if this was taken into account, staff 
that responded ‘often’ to this question possibly perceived it to be more of an issue than it 
actually was. In addition it may have been graduate trained markers who marked the work, 
and these were not targeted with the questionnaires. Orsmond et al. (2005) found that 
whether the feedback was summative or formative affected the number of students who 
sought extra feedback. They suggest that students need to be actively engaged in 
discussions about feedback for them to make effective use of it. The low percentage of 
students asking for extra feedback (Table 4) may well reflect this, in that students may not 
know how to discuss the feedback they have been given, or indeed encouragement may not 
have been given to finding time to discuss feedback in class or laboratory time. 
 
Table 5 : Staff resp onse s by p ercentage to the question ÔHow often do students ask 
you for additional feedback on their coursework?Õ    

 
Percentage of staff giving each response University always often sometimes rarely never 

A 0 6.5 48.4 38.7 6.5 
B 0 4.3 60.9 34.8 0 
C 0 14.3 46.4 39.3 0 
D 0 17.4 47.8 30.4 4.3 

 
 
This is a complex question. Universities A and D had staff who said students never asked for 
additional feedback. This could be because students felt unable to approach staff, or it may 
be because they were given sufficient feedback in the first place. This was an area of the 
results helped by answers in small group interviews. The results of these interviews have to 
be considered with caution, however, because of the small number of students involved. 
 



The Higher Education Academy – June 2009 
       

24 

One possible problem for both undergraduates and staff is that undergraduates did not 
always find staff approachable, and so may be less inclined to ask for extra help. Some did 
not believe they were allowed to ask for more help.  Small group discussions shed more light 
on this. When students were asked why they didn’t ask for extra feedback, comments 
included: 

“I haven’t asked for more – I don’t like to.” 
“I don’t ask – I only ask if there is a really big issue.” 
“I was surprised to find people asked for help.” 
“I didn’t feel I could ask as one of so many students.” 

 
Asking for extra feedback, especially early on in the first year, requires a degree of 
confidence in the student. So asking if students have asked for extra feedback may be a 
measure of confidence rather than an actual desire for more feedback. The comments made 
by the students suggest they didn’t see asking for extra feedback as part of the normal 
feedback process. There was a clear reluctance to seek further help. However, when asked 
to respond to a question about whether they felt able to approach staff to ask for help, few 
felt they were unable to approach the member of staff (Figure 2). Lowe and Cook (2003) 
found a similar percentage of undergraduates having a negative impression of staff.  
University C had fewer students totally agreeing with this statement, but there was not 
enough difference between this and the other universities to explain the results in Table 4.  
So staff seeming unapproachable did not explain the low number of students asking for extra 
feedback. However, in asking for extra feedback students may have felt that they risked 
confrontation with the member of staff (Mutch, 2003).  This was more to do with perceptions 
students had of university than the reality of the situation, and is something that ought to be 
considered during the induction process. It may be that students are concerned that their 
teachers both assist and pass judgment on them (Higgins et al., 2001), and this would make 
it difficult to ask for extra help. Students need to feel that they can ask for extra feedback and 
that this will not be a confrontational experience nor detrimental to their marks.  Many 
institutions are using peer and self-assessment as a way of assisting learning in students, 
and this can be very effective. 



The Higher Education Academy – June 2009 
       

25 

 

 
Figure 2: First -year (a) and second -year (b) responses by percentage to the statement ÔI have 
always felt able to approach the person who marked the work to get additional feedback (black 
= University A ; white = University B ; dotted = University C ; striped = University D ) 
 

  
Figure 3:  Staff response s by percentage to the statement ÔI believe it is v ital to write something 
positive on each  assignment I markÕ (black = University A ;  white = University B ; dotted = 
University C ; striped = University D ) 

Figure 2a 

Figure 2b 
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Much feedback requires getting the right balance between positive comments and 
constructive criticisms. The perceptions of the importance of the positive comments were 
examined from the point of view of the staff (Figure 3) and the students (Figure 4). While not 
committing to totally agreeing, almost half of all students questioned partially agreed with the 
statement ‘I was not bothered about positive comments, I just wanted to know how I could 
have done better’ (Figure 4), with little difference between first- and second-year students. 
So, is it necessary for staff to work hard to find something positive to say about a piece of 
work? While staff tended to partially agree with the need for positive comments (Figure 3), 
students appeared less concerned (Figure 4). However, admitting to needing positive 
comments may not be easy for students.  Needing encouragement, and admitting to this, is 
an emotional issue and the data therefore should be treated with caution. While just over half 
did think positive comments were important, it was also important that feedback explains how 
the work could have been improved. These findings (Figure 4) are in contrast to much of the 
published literature. Students may pay less attention to feedback they have been given if it is 
discouraging to them (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004). Gibbs and Simpson (2004) state that 
feedback can be used to be positive and encourage students to continue studying. 
Maintaining motivation may well be the most important issue in providing feedback.  

 

 
Figure 4: First -year (a) and second -year (b) response s by percentage to the statement ÔI was  
not bothere d about positive comments, I just wanted to know how I could have done betterÕ 
(black = University A ; white = University B ; dotted = University C ; striped = University D ) 
However, feedback can be complex, and different factors involved in the feedback process 
need to be considered, such as how the feedback is written, whether time is provided to 
discuss the feedback comments and the balance between critical and encouraging 
comments. Focusing on critical feedback can be demotivating, especially for ‘at risk’ 

Figure 4a 

Figure 4b 
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students. However, adding in positive comments can lead to praising work that does not 
actually deserve to be praised (Sadler, 1998). The response of staff (Figure 3) was more in 
keeping with published data, with the majority ‘totally agreeing’ or ‘partially agreeing’ with the 
statement ‘I believe it is vital to write something positive on each assignment I mark’.  Fazey 
and Fazey (2001) looked at a cohort of first-year students and, contrary to the perceptions of 
academic staff, the students were clearly motivated to study, initially excited about learning 
new things at university. For staff who partially or totally disagreed with the statement ‘I 
believe it is vital to write something positive on each assignment I mark’, it might be useful to 
have a situation where students can talk about the feedback with the staff who marked their 
work, to enable staff to see the impact of the feedback they were giving.  Positive feedback 
and motivation are intricately linked. The NUS (2008) student survey found that only 54% of 
students said that feedback motivated them to study.  However, it is not just giving positive 
feedback that is important.  It is also necessary to give students the opportunity to use this 
feedback to feed forward into future assignments. 

 
Staff were asked a series of questions about the number of students that reacted in a 
particular way to their feedback (Table 6). These data (Table 6) stressed the point that staff 
felt most students were only interested in the mark, whereas only a third of all students 
ranked the mark as the most important (Table 3). Half the staff believed that only ‘a few 
students’ took any notice of the feedback. It appears that there was a rather cynical view 
from the staff about the student learning process and their use of feedback that was not 
really justified. It should cause concern that more than 10% of staff believed ‘most students’ 
took no notice of the feedback they were given and did not benefit from the feedback. This 
attitude to student learning was very negative and could not be of any benefit to the staff or 
students concerned. Studies have shown that students do value the feedback they are given 
(Hounsell et al., 2008), especially if use of feedback is made during class time. There have 
been studies on what students do with feedback, and they back up staff attitude to the 
students in the present study with feedback often not read or understood and generally 
disliked by the students (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004). If staff make no mention of the feedback 
and what might be done with it, it is not surprising that students do not make adequate use of 
the feedback they are given. 
 
Table 6 : Combined responses from  all universities to a range of questions on feedback  
 

 Responses by percentage 
 
The number of students that:  

all 
students 

most 
students 

half the 
class 

a few 
students 

none of 
the 

students 
I feel take no notice of the feedback I 
give them 

0 13.5 28.8 50.0 7.7 

Do not seem to benefit from the 
feedback I give 

0 10.6 32.7 54.8 2.0 

Appear only to be interested in the 
mark for the assignment 

4.8 48.1 25.0 22.1 0 

 
 
Buswell and Matthews (2004) found that staff had concerns about whether students actually 
read the feedback comments they had written. In Fazey and Fazey’s (2001) study they 
showed that staff complain about a lack of motivation in students that was not borne out by 
the reality of the situation. There is clearly a problem with staff’s perceptions of students.  
Other studies back up the staff perceptions in the current study. Gibbs and Simpson (2004) 
state that students do not always pay much attention to the feedback they are given unless 
specific steps are taken to engage them with it.  Feedback may come too late, it may not be 
relevant to future assignments and there may well be no follow-up to it. If students do not 
receive feedback fast enough, they may have moved on to other areas of the course and 
feedback may seem irrelevant.  With feedback times lengthening and courses becoming 
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shorter, much feedback does not reach the students until after the module or course has 
finished, so expensively produced feedback may well be discarded (Gibbs and Simpson, 
2004). In a study by Orsmond et al. (2005) three out of the 13 students in the exercise 
claimed that they had not read the feedback comments on their work. While the study 
claimed this to be “only three”, the number does support the data in Table 6, where about 
half the staff responded that they felt a few students ‘take no notice of the feedback I give 
them’. Orsmond’s study broadly concluded that students did process the feedback they were 
given. 
 
 

 

 
 

Figure 5: First -year (a) and second -year (b) response s by percentage to the question ÔHow 
often did you read feedback comments written on an assignment? Õ (black = University A ; 
white = University B ; dotted = Univ ersity C ; striped = University D ) 

 
When asked about types of feedback they preferred, in small group discussions the following 
comments were made by students: 

“I like written feedback.” 
“Model answers are good – good to compare your work to it.” 
“Constructive comments are important.” 
“Give a range of marks for all class to give an idea of where you are.” 
“How you are doing relative to your peers.” 
“Verbal feedback to the whole group and I like model answers to reflect on … good 
for revision.  It would be good to get a range of model answers.” 
“We need a better evaluation sheet, need points expanded, not just ticks.” 

Figure 5b 

Figure 5a 
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“I do take notice of changes to spelling and grammar.” 
“With group feedback, people listen.” 
 

The results looking at how often students read feedback comments (Figure 5) could be seen 
as encouraging to staff. Approximately half of the students said they ‘always’ read feedback 
comments and very few said they rarely or never read it. There is little difference between 
first- and second-years, except students at University C, with more second-years saying they 
‘always’ read feedback than first-years. This could simply be a difference between different 
cohorts of students, or it may be due to changes in teaching staff between years. However, 
just because students read the feedback, it does not mean that they benefited from it. There 
needs to be opportunities to use the feedback, and at the transition stage it is not always 
obvious to the students how to go about this. 
 
2.4.2  Impact of a presentation to first-year undergraduates on the handling and marking of 
coursework 
 
Marking coursework is a real problem for those that teach big first-year classes. There has 
been an increase in the number of graduate teaching assistants who mark undergraduate 
work, and this may impact on the quality of feedback (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004). There are 
many misconceptions among undergraduates about this marking process. Undergraduates 
were asked to respond to the statement ‘I always knew who had marked each piece of 
coursework’ (Figure 6). First-year students at Universities B and C tended to disagree with 
this statement, while those at Universities A and D tended to agree with the statement. There 
was a similar pattern for second-years in Universities B and C, but second-years at 
Universities A and D were less committed to agree or disagree. However, perceptions of who 
marks coursework can be very different from knowledge of who marks coursework. 
Interpreting these institutional differences, as well as differences between years is very 
complex. Cohorts of students vary for reasons beyond the scope of this report.  Staff 
teaching specific modules can vary between years due to sabbatical, illness or staff leaving. 
Modules themselves can change. This study was carried out during a time when institutions 
were all becoming more aware of the need for more effective assessment and feedback; 
changes at the module level or institution level could have affected the results of this report.  
 

  

Figure 6a 
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Figure 6: First -year (a) and second -year (b) response s by percentage to the statement ÔI always 
knew who had marked each piece of courseworkÕ (black = University A ; white = University B ; 
dotted = University C ; striped = University D ) 
 
First-year undergraduate students were given a presentation when they first arrived at 
university telling them about what to expect regarding the way their coursework would be 
handled and marked and what types of feedback they could expect.  In order to see whether 
this presentation helped to alter the student perceptions of what constitutes feedback, two 
groups of students were asked to complete a questionnaire. Second-year students at the 
beginning of the first semester who had not received the presentation acted as a ‘before’ 
group, and the first-year students were the ‘after’ group. It was not possible to determine 
whether the presentation had specifically resulted in different data in these two groups. Many 
other factors should be taken into account: the timing for the questionnaires, the different 
experiences of the two cohorts and the group attitude that could have affected the dynamics 
of the students in any particular year group all need to be considered.   

 
In answer to the question ‘When you arrived at university were you told what to expect with 
regards to coursework and how it would be marked?’, there was little difference between the 
response of first- and second-years in the percentage of students saying they were told what 
to expect at university. Results (Table 7) suggest that perhaps students have no memory of 
the presentation and that perhaps information was coming from other sources that were 
available to both the second- and first-years. University D was the exception, with almost 
80% of first-years saying that they were told what to expect. It may be that some students 
didn’t take in the message being given simply due to an overload of information at the crucial 
time. It may be that the information in the presentation needed to be reiterated during the first 
few weeks, especially when students were receiving their first pieces of coursework back. It 
may have been that University D paid more attention to the induction process than the other 
institutions. 

 
Table 7 : Percentage of undergraduates who answered ÔyesÕ to the question ÔWhen you arrived 
at un iversity were you told what to expect with regards to coursework and how it would be 
marked? Õ   
  

First-year undergraduates Second-year undergraduates 
University total no. 

responses 
percentage 

‘yes’ 
total no. 

responses 
percentage 

‘yes’ 
A 184 56.5 174 57.5 
B 172 60.5 219 61.6 
C 252 36.5 199 44.7 
D 108 79.6 80 63.8 

Figure 6b 
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However, although first-year students who had had the presentation did not perceive that 
they had had more information about marking and feedback, results from other questions in 
this study suggest that the message of the presentation had altered both their expectations 
and their level of satisfaction. This agrees with Rust et al. (2003) who found that an 
explanation to the students of what they could expect resulted in them being more confident 
as they prepared their assignments. In the present study, students were asked about their 
expectations of feedback to coursework. The second-years, who did not receive the 
presentation, at all four universities had greater expectations of the feedback they received 
than the first-years (Table 8). The first-years appeared more realistic in their expectations. 
White et al. (1995) found that one of the biggest generic problems faced by first-years was a 
lack of understanding, specifically how to use the learning environment that differed so 
widely from what they were used to. A similar, but less marked difference was present when 
students were questioned about verbal feedback (Table 8), with more second-years 
answering ‘yes’ to the question ‘Did you expect more verbal feedback to your coursework 
than you received?’ than first-years, except at University D. 
 
Table 8 : Percentage of first - and second -year undergraduates who answered ÔyesÕ to the 
question ÔIn general were you expecting more feedback to your cou rsework than you 
received?Õ and to the question ÔDid you expect more verbal feedback to your coursework than 
you received?Õ 
 

Percentage answering ‘yes’ 
Expecting more general feedback Expecting more verbal feedback University First-year 

undergraduates 
Second-year 

undergraduates 
First-year 

undergraduates 
Second-year 

undergraduates 
A 43.8 50.6 40.9 52.7 
B 47.0 56.9 47.6 48.2 
C 68.4 82.5 50.4 59.3 
D 43.5 48.7 47.7 44.9 

 
 
When asked if they were satisfied with the feedback they received, for three universities 
there was a higher percentage of satisfaction among first-years compared to second-years; 
this time the exception was University B (Table 9). The difference in percentage response at 
University B between first-years and second-years was very small, and may not be 
significant. This difference between first- and second-years’ responses (Table 9) could be 
because universities are all trying to improve teaching practice, but it could also be that 
students’ perceptions more accurately reflected the reality of what they could expect because 
they were told at the beginning of the year. This again suggests that, even though they did 
not remember being told in the presentation at the beginning of the year (Table 7), the 
message may well have got through to a number of the students. It should be noted that the 
results for University C suggest that fewer than half of students were happy with the 
feedback they received. This clearly needs further investigation.  
 
Table 9 : Percentage of first - and second -year und ergraduates who answered ÔyesÕ to the 
question ÔIn general are you satisfied with the amount of feedback you have received on 
coursework during your first year at university?Õ  
 

First-year undergraduates Second-year undergraduates 
University total no. 

responses 
percentage 

‘yes’ 
total no. 

responses 
percentage 

‘yes’ 
A 183 78.7 168 69.0 
B 171 64.9 217 66.4 
C 274 45.6 200 33.0 
D 109 82.6 80 75.0 
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A high percentage (>80%) of students at University D said they ‘always’ read feedback 
comments (Figure 5). It was these students who were the most satisfied with feedback in 
general (Table 8).  However, this does not extrapolate to the unhappy students at University 
C.  They were the least satisfied with their feedback, but this cannot be explained by saying 
they simply didn’t read the feedback that was given. The quality, quantity and timeliness of 
feedback are crucial with regard to student satisfaction as well as how the lecturer makes 
use of that feedback. 

 
In the 2006-07 National Student Survey, students were asked about their satisfaction with 
assessment and feedback. The percentage satisfied for Bioscience students at Universities 
A, B, C and D respectively was 60, 54, 49 and 66%. This clearly mirrors the pattern across 
the four universities revealed in this present study. It is interesting that, even though the 
National Student Survey was carried out on third-year students, and the present study on 
first- and second-year students, the comparisons between the four universities remains the 
same. The National Student Survey also shows that satisfaction with assessment and 
feedback is far lower than students’ overall satisfaction. The overall satisfaction percentage 
for the four universities in this study was 93, 92, 95 and 97% for Universities A, B, C and D 
respectively. Table 10 takes a detailed look at the assessment and feedback results. 

 
Table 10:  Results (level 2) from the 2006 -07 National Student Survey for assessment and 
feedback   

 
 Percentage of students 

agreeing with each statement 
at each university 

Statement A B C D 
The criteria used in marking have been clear in advance 70 66 78 71 
Assessment arrangements and marking have been fair 80 74 80 77 
Feedback on my work has been prompt 49 52 24 53 
I have received detailed comments on my work 49 35 27 68 
Feedback on my work has helped me clarify things I did 
not understand 

50 41 38 62 

 
Students were asked to rank their degree of satisfaction with feedback on a scale of one to 
six (Figure 7). This question also showed students at University C to be the least happy, but 
was not as marked as the results in Table 9. The number of very unhappy responses was 
lower for first-years relative to the responses for second-years, and in general responses 
showed first-year students were happier than second-year students. University C had 
happier students in the first year than the second year, but the number of students ranking 
their satisfaction at two on the scale was much lower for University C than the other three 
universities. Class size can affect ratings, but there is conflicting evidence about positive or 
negative effects (Crittenden et al., 1975). University C was of a similar size to University A, 
yet the results from the two were very different. There are clearly many other factors in 
addition to class size that can affect student satisfaction with the teaching they receive. This 
may well be all tied in with their perceptions of their learning environment, as well as the 
social issues and the whole environment each university offers to its students. 
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Figure 7:  First -year (a) and second -year (b) responses by percentage to the  question ÔOn a 
scale of 1 -6 how would you rank your overall satisfaction with the feedback to coursework you 
received during your first yearÕ, where 1 = very happy and 6 = very unh appy (black = University 
A; white = University B ; dotted = University C ; striped = University D ) 
 
Rust et al. (2003) used a short intervention to help develop students’ understanding of 
assessment criteria and assessment processes. Although very different from the intervention 
in this study, the idea of an intervention that informs students of a process at university and 
subsequently improves student learning can be compared to the process carried out in the 
present study. A short intervention with a specific goal can assist in improving student 
performance. Following a study by Davies et al. (2004) an intervention was implemented to 
assist students with the transition. The intervention included making students more aware of 
the university environment before they arrived. Universities create programmes to meet the 
demands of the transition, and these have been shown to help students improve their 
learning and reduce their anxiety (Pitkethly and Prosser, 2001). 
 
2.4.3: Perceptions of how coursework might be handled at university 
 
The transition from school to university is crucial as regards subsequent student success 
(Lowe and Cook, 2003). Therefore, understanding the conceptions and misconceptions of 
students as they arrive at university is crucial in determining the type of approach in handling 
this transition. School pupils were asked to rank statements about types of feedback they 
believed would be the most valuable to them when they got to university. School pupils 
ranked highest verbal feedback from the person marking the work (Table 11). This reflected 
the type of feedback they were most used to receiving at school and the expectation that this 

Figure 7a 

Figure 7b 
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would continue at university.  Lowe and Cook (2003) also found that, in their study, student 
expectations of teaching style reflected teaching styles associated with schools.  
 
Table 11: Percentage of pupils who ranked each statement first or  fifth,  where 1 = most 
valuable  
 

 Percentage of pupils ranking 
each statement 

 1st 5th 
An overall mark 21.3 15.4 
Written comments on spelling and grammar 2.3 60.4 
Written comments on the content of the work 33.3 2.3 
Written corrections to style and format of the work 3.4 14.1 
Verbal feedback from the person marking the work 39.4 7.6 

 
 
In the present study, almost 80% of pupils ‘totally agreed’ or ‘partially agreed’ that they 
expected to have some personal feedback (Figure 8).  In a study by the NUS (2008) students 
were asked how they would like to receive feedback on their coursework.  Seventy-one per 
cent said they would like individual, verbal feedback; what is surprising about this figure is 
that is it not higher. Given all the options, in an ideal world, to receive individual verbal 
feedback would be the best learning experience for the student.  When asked how often at 
university they expect to get personal verbal feedback about an essay they have written, 
almost 20% of school pupils replied ‘always’ (Figure 9). Fewer than 20% said ‘rarely’ or 
‘never’, which is closer to the reality of university.  Pupils clearly expect personal feedback 
when they get to university. Crook et al. (2006) said that there is an expectation on the part 
of the student that they will have a degree of personal contact with the teaching staff.   

 
In the current study, pupils did not rate highly corrections to spelling and grammar nor 
comments on style and format (Table 11). Only just over 20% ranked the mark as the most 
valuable feedback. This is surprising because school work is focused on getting the highest 
marks possible (Roberts and Higgins, 1992). In the NUS (2008) study, 90% of students 
reported getting a mark as their feedback, whereas only 72% said this is how they would like 
to receive their feedback. 
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Figure 8: Pupil response s by percentage to 
the statement  ÔI expect to have some 
personal verbal feedback about how I have 
done in an assignment Õ 

Figure 9:  Pupil response s by percentage to the 
question ÔAt university how often do you 
expect to get personal verbal feedback on an 
essay?Õ 
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Figure 10: Pupil response s by percentage to the  question ÔAt school, in science subjects 
(black) and in subjects other than science (white) , how often do you get verbal feedback on 
your assignments?Õ   
 
At school there appears to be little difference between science and non-science subjects in 
relation to how often verbal feedback was given on assignments (Figure 10). Over 50% of 
pupils said they got verbal feedback either ‘always’ or ‘often’. This can go some way to 
explaining their expectations that this type of feedback would continue when they got to 
university.  It may be because they saw university as a continuation of their education, and 
so practices they were used to at school would continue. The reality is that, at present, 
university is not a smooth continuation from their school education.  Whether or not it should 
be is something that requires much discussion and is an issue beyond this report. However, 
the issue of student expectations, and how that can be integrated into the induction process, 
is central to this report.  

 
Figure 11: Pupi l responses  by percentage to 
the question ÔAt university, how often do you 
expect the person marking the work to be the 
person who set the work?Õ     

Figure 12: Pupil responses  by percentage to 
the question ÔAt university how often do you 
expect your course work to be sent away to 
external people to be marked?Õ  

 
‘Knowing’ who marked a piece of coursework, for first-year undergraduates in particular, was 
probably related to their school experience. When school pupils were asked how often they 
expected the person marking the work to be the one who set the work, over 40% believed 
this would ‘often’ be the case (Figure 11). Crook et al. (2006) found that students had 
imported from school strong expectations of more personal contact with the person marking 
their assignments, and real disappointment if these expectations were not met. To further 
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demonstrate differences between school and university, pupils were asked how often they 
expected coursework to be sent away to be marked (Figure 12). At school, work was sent 
away to external examiners who grade the work for the schools. Pupils answering these 
questions will all have experienced GCSE-level exams and many will have taken AS-level or 
equivalent, and done the associated coursework. Much of this coursework will have been 
graded by teachers and sent to external examiners for moderation. Approximately 50% of 
pupils believed that work at university would ‘sometimes’ be sent to external people to be 
marked. Almost 30% believed it to happen ‘always’ or ‘often’ (Figure 12). In a small group 
discussion with school pupils, they commented that they believed university work to be more 
important than school work, and school work they perceived to be important was sent to 
external markers; therefore university work must be sent away to be marked.  It is interesting 
that they saw university assignments as more important than school assignments. The more 
important we perceive something, the harder we work for it (Lizzio and Wilson, 2004). One 
could extrapolate from this that as students enter university they perceive themselves to be 
entering a more important environment and so have the motivation to work harder than they 
did at school. The whole process is clearly more complex than this, but it is an interesting 
way of looking a perceptions and motivations. 

 
When helping students with the transition to university, the perceptions of students before 
they enter university are of paramount importance. The need for shared knowledge and 
understanding is crucial (Entwistle, 1987). Results suggest that school pupils did have 
certain misconceptions about assessment and feedback practice at university that needed 
addressing as they entered university. For example, over 80% of school pupils either ‘totally 
agreed’ or ‘partially agreed’ with the statement ‘I expect to have some personal verbal 
feedback about how I have done in an assignment’ (Figure 8). This misconception was also 
apparent when asking pupils about their expectations of drafts being commented on (Figure 
13). 
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Figure 13: Pupi l response s by percentage  to 
the question ÔAt university, if an essay is set 
(black) or a practical report is set (white), 
how often do you expect a draft to be 
commented on before you hand in a final 
version?Õ  

Figure 14: Pupil response s by percentage to 
the statement  ÔWhen an essay (black) or 
practical report (white) is set I expect the 
university lecturer to read and correct a draft 
of the work before a final version is 
assessedÕ 

 
School pupils were not differentiating between different types of assignments in relation to 
their expectations about drafts being read, because little difference was seen when they 
were asked about feedback on essays and feedback on practical reports (Figure 13). Over 
50% expected a draft to be read ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’, as with the response to verbal 
feedback (Figures 10 and 13). This was very different from the reality of university, but very 
close to the situation they were used to at school. It again suggested they expected 
university to be a continuation of school in the way assessments are handled, supporting the 
findings of Lowe and Cook (2003). A similar pattern is seen in Figure 14. Again, pupils were 
not differentiating between types of assignment.  Approximately 75% of pupils did not 
disagree with the statement that they would expect a draft of their work to be corrected. Their 
expectations are not entirely unreasonable. In most other situations drafts are corrected 
before a final submission; undergraduate work is the exception (Taras, 2006). 

 
There was a general agreement with the statement ‘I expect to be able to use the feedback 
from an assignment in the next assignment that is set’ (Figure 15). This may be because 
students expected a draft to be commented on before the final version of an assignment was 
handed in, as at school. It is the idea that you would have something marked, either a draft 
or a previously marked assignment, to help you with the work you have been asked to do. 
Virtually no pupils either ‘partially disagreed’ or ‘totally disagreed’ with the statement. If this 
practice were not used at university, school pupils would very likely be dissatisfied, whether 
or not their expectations were realistic. Managing the transition to university is very important 
in order to avoid misconceptions leading to dissatisfaction and then poor motivation. Most 
students manage the transition successfully, but there is a substantial minority who struggle 
at this stage (Lowe and Cook, 2003). However, students in a study by Davies et al. (2004) 
found the transition to university to be a difficult process. They found the change in teaching 
style from that of school to that of university difficult to manage. 
 

 
Figure 15:  Pupil response s by percentage to the statement  ÔI expect to be able to use the 
feedback from an assignme nt in the next assignment that is setÕ  

 
Questions were asked about perceptions of university practice regarding the way coursework 
was handled, and how this related to practice in schools with regard to how strictly deadlines 
were adhered to at school. Over 50% of pupils responded by saying deadlines were ‘often’ 
strictly adhered to at school (Figure 16). There was a less clear response to a question about 
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whether penalties were given for handing in work late (Figure 17). In discussions with 
schoolchildren when devising the questionnaire, it appeared that penalties varied widely both 
within schools and between schools. This could still support the discussion that school 
experience affects perceptions of university, but taking into account the variation of 
experiences children will have had at school. It would, however, be very difficult to unravel 
this. Crook et al. (2006) also found that the structures students were used to at school 
affected their perceptions of structures at university. 
 

 

 
Figure 16:  Pupil response s by percentage to 
the question ÔAt school how often are 
deadlines strictly adhered to? Õ  

 
Figure 17:  Pupil response s by percentage to 
the question ÔAt school how often are 
penalties given for handing in work late ?Õ
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When asked about their perceptions of practice at university, in response to the statement ‘I expect 
university to be stricter about deadlines than school’, over half the pupils agreed with this statement; 
40% ‘totally agreed’ (Figure 18). Universities generally have to be very strict about deadlines, so 
those who experienced strict deadlines at school would be more prepared for university in this 
respect than those whose schools were not strict about deadlines. In a study by Davies et al. (2004), 
a questionnaire to students found some felt deadlines were tighter at university, and that deadlines 
were stressful. 
 

 
Figure 18:  Pupil  responses by percentage  to the statement  ÔI expect university to be stricter about 
deadlines than schoolÕ  
 
The results show that there is a need to inform students about university practice, and a benefit to be 
had from giving that information. White et al. (1995) found frustration among the students in their 
study that they had not been informed about university-style teaching while they were at school. This 
was certainly reflected in the small group discussions with students at University D in the present 
study. Entwistle (1987) said that good feedback relies on shared assumptions and understanding.  
This is clearly apparent in the results from this study; there is a need to talk to students and show 
them that there is an understanding of where they are coming from and the transition they have to 
make. A dialogue between student and teacher at university resulted in a better appreciation in the 
students of what was expected of them (Higgins et al., 2001), and this highlights the need for more 
personal contact, which the students expect, but do not get. Crook et al. (2006) found that students 
had a problem knowing what was expected of them, and this is reflected in this study. In Ramsden’s 
(2008) report, he highlights how students need to be better informed about what they can expect 
from university before they arrive. He also states the need to help with the transition into university by 
providing a lengthy induction process, highlighting the need for consideration of staff and student 
expectation of the coursework feedback process. The present study has shown that a preliminary 
presentation to first-years could result in more realistic expectations of feedback. It may be that this 
has resulted in a greater satisfaction with feedback in some students. However, this is a complex 
issue and the data can only provide an indication that this may be the case. The difference in 
responses of first- and second-years was fairly small. However, it does suggest that if the 
introductory presentation to the first-years did result in happier students, there were still many 
students that were not reached by this approach. Perceptions about university life that turn out to be 
wrong can lead to disengagement and subsequent poor academic performance (Lowe and Cook, 
2003). Lowe and Cook suggest the need for pre- and post-transition intervention and a better 
communication between universities and schools. They suggest that induction should be a process 
rather than an event. The intervention in the present study was a one-off event; perhaps the 
messages of the intervention would need to be reinforced throughout an induction process to have a 
more significant effect. The message of Lowe and Cook is that it is crucial to get the transition 
process right and much attention should be focused on a systematic induction of students to 
university. 
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2.4.4  Perceived improvement in coursework as a direct result of feedback 
 
The aim of feedback is that teachers provide the student with feedback messages about what they 
have done right or wrong, and the students use this to make improvements on subsequent pieces of 
work (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). A question, therefore, with fundamental importance to the 
learning and teaching processes in higher education was whether undergraduates felt their work had 
improved as a direct result of the feedback they were given.   
 
University D had a much higher percentage of students answering ‘yes’ to this question than the 
other three universities for both cohorts of students. The results for this question did not show a clear 
pattern between first- and second-year responses. At University C, a lower percentage of second-
year students answered ‘yes’ than first-years. For University A and University D second-years were 
more positive about this issue than first-years (Table 12). This may well be a more complex issue, 
relating to the type of feedback given to each year group, and different expectations of first- and 
second-year undergraduates or different teaching styles and teaching competences. Donald and 
Denison (2001) demonstrated that students’ ideas and views of quality assessment changed during 
their years of study. This may well affect the responses in this study. 
 
Table 12: Percentage of undergraduates who answered ÔyesÕ to the question ÔDo you feel your work has 
improved during the first year as a direct result of the feedback you were given to your coursework?  
 

First-year undergraduates Second-year undergraduates 
University total no. 

responses 
percentage 

‘yes’ 
total no. 

responses 
percentage 

‘yes’ 
A 181 60.2 168 61.9 
B 171 60.2 215 54.9 
C 251 51.0 199 37.2 
D 108 88.0 79 91.1 

 
The results for University D (Table 12) show that approximately 90% of undergraduates felt their 
coursework had improved as a direct result of the feedback they were given. The percentage of first-
years answering ‘yes’ to the question was lower than that for the second-years, and even though the 
difference was small it should not be ignored. For Universities B and C, although the higher 
percentage for first-years relative to second-years was encouraging, the percentage of 
undergraduates answering ‘yes’ was seriously low and requires greater analysis and action.  For 
University C the results suggest a serious problem; fewer than half of their students felt their 
coursework improved as a direct result of their feedback. In the NUS (2008) student survey only 56% 
of students agreed that ‘feedback made it clear how to improve performance’. Enabling students to 
use feedback effectively is an incredibly complex process. It is affected by many variables such as 
the type of assessment and the type of feedback given. 

 
When teachers provide students with feedback, improvement to the students’ work does not 
necessarily follow (Sadler, 1989). To improve following feedback, the student must understand the 
standard of work they are aiming for, how to compare their standard to the expected standard, and 
how to alter their work to achieve a higher standard. It is often hard, however, for the teacher to 
describe exactly what they are looking for in an assignment. If students’ work does not improve over 
the course of time, as it is expected to, the student may lose interest all together (Sadler, 1989). The 
improvement of work following feedback is therefore of great importance (Table 12). The whole 
feedback process should be geared towards an improvement in students’ work. This is all determined 
by the teacher’s willingness to give detailed feedback and the ability of the teachers to give the 
students feedback they can understand (Sadler, 1989). Many of the questions in the present study 
give clues as to whether or not this is happening. The willingness of staff to give time and effort to 
give good feedback is intricately related to their perceptions of what students do with the feedback 
(Table 6). What students do with the feedback is related to how useful they find it, and whether or not 
they can improve as a result of the feedback (Table 6). The staff need to be able to see the 
improvements to the work, but many assignments are assessed after the course has finished (Gibbs 
and Simpson, 2004) and so teachers will not be able to see the results of their hard work. Teachers 
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need to think about how the feedback they provide can be used by the student, making sure they 
have given comments and corrections that are actually of use to the student (Orsmond et al., 2005). 

 
In order to see an improvement in students’ work, that may or may not happen as a result of 
feedback, assignments need to be set early on in a course, so that feedback can feed forward into a 
second assignment. This is not always practically possible (Sadler, 1989), but a course or 
programme should try and spread out the work and feedback.  Fazey and Fazey (2001) found in their 
study of first-year undergraduates that they were not assisted enough in the early stages of their 
degree programme. By week six many had received no feedback on their progress. The authors 
recommended short, easy-to-mark assignments early on. To produce good feedback, teachers need 
to gather regular information about how the students are progressing. This can be done as a series 
of short tests (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). Seeing the positive results as a possible result of 
feedback can encourage both staff and students. However, achieving these positive results also 
depends on the students’ ability to decipher the requirements of an assignment and the marking 
criteria (Sadler, 1989). Hounsell (2008) views guidance and feedback as a continual loop, stressing 
the importance of each stage of the process to the loop as a whole. Orsmond et al. (2002; 2005) see 
the students themselves as central to the learning process. Higgins et al. (2002) state that tutors on 
short units did not get the chance to see improvements in students’ work and did not know whether 
or not students did benefit from the feedback they gave. Buswell and Matthews (2004) comment that 
it is much more satisfying providing feedback if you know the student reads it. However, much of the 
problem is the perception of the staff as to whether or not students read their feedback (Table 6) and 
whether students work improves as a result (Table 12) or, perhaps more importantly to the teacher, is 
perceived to improve as a result. 
 
Self- or peer assessment may help students improve as a result of the feedback they receive faster 
than through feedback from the teacher alone. It can foster independence in the student and an 
ability to improve through self-directed learning. Bonanno et al. (1998) found a very negative initial 
reaction to peer assessment from first-year students in their study, but this improved with subsequent 
development of the skills learnt. Teachers can be resistant to this type of feedback. They see 
assessment as their sole prerogative, setting them apart from the students (Sadler, 1989). Self- and 
peer assessment can generate questions from students, helping them to understand the assessment 
process better, and marking criteria in particular (Orsmond, 2004). Peer feedback is a useful tool to 
start with, to help develop the necessary skills before using peer assessment. If used in the first year, 
where often marks do not count towards the final degree classification, then students may feel less 
threatened by it if it is explained to them why this is being used. Peer feedback gives weaker 
students an idea of what a first-class piece of work can look like, which they would rarely otherwise 
see. 
 
To benefit from feedback, students must be instructed on the way their coursework is handled and 
what they should expect with regard to feedback. In the present study, this was the purpose of the 
intervention. While the results suggest there may have been some benefit to the students in receiving 
the information during the presentation, there are clearly limitations in using and expecting results 
from a single intervention. Many issues tackled in this report are sensitive and emotional issues for 
students and a series of interventions as part of an induction process may well result in a more 
positive outcome. Rhodes and Nevill (2004) outline the need for intervention to assist students during 
transition into university, recognising it as a very stressful time. In order to gain the most from the 
feedback they are given, students’ perceptions of what they might receive need to be aligned with the 
reality of the situation they find themselves in. Perceptions about the way university assignments are 
set and marked, and whether or not these are correct, is further complicated by misconceptions of 
university staff about the preparedness of the students for university education (Zeegers, 1994). The 
report by Zeegers highlights the need for a comprehensive induction process and close links 
between schools and universities. Bonanno et al. (1998) found that the majority of students come 
straight from school and were very focused on assessment, with many issues to cope with as they 
entered university, such as time management. 

 
The transition from school to university is one where students learn to become independent learners.  
Staff need to assist students in this transition while maintaining the students’ ability to explore new 
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ways of learning (Johnston, 2001). There has been an increased awareness of transition issues and 
programmes instated in many universities to ease this process as a result of questionnaires to 
students (Pitkethly and Prosser, 2001). Such programmes include providing students with a clear 
understanding of the way learning is handled at university and the development of basic skills 
courses. In addition training is provided to university teaching staff to help them understand problems 
students face in transition. The present report reflects many of these findings by Pitkethly and 
Prosser. The intervention in the present study has been shown to have some positive effects and the 
need for lengthening the time over which the messages of this intervention should be given could 
potentially improve the results. Students need to be informed about the way their coursework is going 
to be handled, and they need to be given feedback that they want and need. However, they also 
need instruction on what to do with the feedback.  Feedback alone is not enough. The opportunity to 
use that feedback, feeding forward into future assignments is vital, not only for learning, but also for 
motivation. The whole process of feedback is an emotional one, and questionnaires such as those 
used in the present study have to be analysed taking into account the stresses and emotions of the 
students during a crucial period in their lives. 
 
2.5 Recommendations  
 
Issues relating to assessment and feedback can be very emotional to students and staff alike.  Much 
investment is made by all parties in setting, completing and marking assignments, as well as 
understanding and reacting to feedback. If perceptions of this process are not fully understood by 
both staff and students, then problems will arise.  Handling such problems sensitively is helped if 
there is an understanding of students’ pre-university experiences.  Staff have perceptions of how 
students react to the feedback they receive, and it is not necessarily based on reality, or on today’s 
students. This report highlights how perceptions of students and staff could be used to inform both 
parties of the other’s attitudes to assessment and feedback.  The following recommendations should 
be considered with an understanding that there are complex and emotional issues surrounding this 
subject, particularly as it focuses on the period of transition from school to university. At this time 
students face changes not only in the way their coursework is handled, specifically with respect to 
assessment and feedback, but also to their whole social and learning environment. 

 
1. Time should be built into modules/units to allow for verbal feedback on assignments. This 

could be done as part of a lecture, seminar or practical class. 
2. A presentation should be designed, which can be delivered during the students’ induction 

period, that outlines how they can expect coursework to be handled at university and crucially 
how this differs from their school experience. However, this should not be the only emphasis 
placed on feedback; there should be regular reinforcement throughout the first year, perhaps 
as part of a generic skills course. 

3. A presentation to staff should be designed that highlights how the students use and value the 
feedback they are given, as this can differ from staff expectation. This can be delivered to 
staff during learning and teaching days, or as part of continuing staff education development 
programmes on assessment and feedback. 

4. Students need to have more information about what a mark actually means that fits alongside 
a well-developed set of marking criteria. This should form part of a generic skills course taken 
by all first-year students. 

5. All universities should consider designing a coursework feedback form. The coursework 
feedback form effectively grades their work against a set of criteria and allows for a summary 
of feedback. 

6. Staff should be trained in how to use peer feedback and assessment effectively, as it can 
provide a deeper learning experience for the students. 

7. Assessment and feedback should be placed as a priority on the agenda of university teaching 
committees. Universities should aim to implement the changes recommended in this report. 
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4. Appendices  
 
4.1 Appendix 1 : Questionnaire for Y12/13 schoolchildren on perceptions of how coursework 
will be handled at university  
 
This questionnaire is part of a large study, funded by the Higher Education Academy, that has an 
ultimate aim to improve the way coursework is marked and handled at university in large, first-year 
science classes.  Four universities are involved: Universities A, B, C and D.  Two schools were 
involved in the design of this questionnaire: Schools X and Y. The results from this study will be 
published, but the anonymity of schools and individuals taking part in the questionnaire will be 
preserved. 
 
Please could you tick the appropriate box to indicate whether you are male or female.  
Male      Female 
 
Do you have a brother, sister or other close relative/friend currently at university? 
Yes      No 
 
Have you visited a university, such as attending an open day?   
Yes      No 
 
Have your teachers given you information about how coursework might be handled when you go to 
university? 
Yes      No 
 
 
Section A 
For each section please circle the answer that applies. 
 
1. At school I would only bother to try hard if the assignment was assessed. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
   
  
2. At school I only want to do assignments that are assessed. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
3. I can’t see the point in doing assignments that are not assessed. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
4. When writing essays at school I can use material directly from the web without putting it in my own 
words. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
5. At school, when essays are marked, I would lose marks if I did not put material from the web in my 
own words. 
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Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
6. At university I expect in all practical classes to be asked to write a full practical report (a full 
practical report is one that includes an introduction, methods, results and discussion). 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
7. At university I expect all assignments to be assessed. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
8. At university I expect all assignments will count towards my final mark for the year. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
9. I expect assignments at university to take longer to be marked and returned than at school. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
10.  I expect the lecturer who sets the assignment to be the person who marks it. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
11. I expect to have some personal verbal feedback about how I have done in the assignment. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
12. I expect to have some verbal feedback, given to the whole class, about the assignment. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
13. I expect university to be stricter about deadlines than school. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
14. When an essay is set I expect the university lecturer to read and correct a draft of the work before 
a final version is assessed. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
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15. When a practical report is asked for I expect the university lecturer to read and correct a draft of 
the work before a final version is assessed. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
16. I expect to be able to use the feedback from an assignment in the next assignment that is set. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
 
Section B 
 
1. Rank these types of feedback in order that you consider will be the most valuable to you,   
1 = most valuable. 

i)  An overall mark. 
ii) Written corrections on spelling and grammar. 
iii)Written comments on the content of the work. 
iv)Written corrections to style & format of the work. 
v) Verbal feedback from the person marking the work. 

 
2. Rank these types of practical class in order that you believe you would find the most enjoyable,  
1 = most enjoyable. 

i)  Practical classes that are not assessed. 
ii) Practical classes where comments are made on an assignment but no mark is given. 
iii)Practical classes where the assignment is given a mark but there is no other feedback. 
iv)Practical classes with a full write up, mark and comprehensive feedback. 
v) Practical classes that will be assessed in an exam or course test. 

 
3. Rank these types of practical class in order that you believe you would find the most valuable,  
1 = most valuable. 

i)  Practical classes that are not assessed. 
ii) Practical classes where comments are made on an assignment but no mark is given. 
iii)Practical classes where the assignment is given a mark but there is no other feedback. 
iv)Practical classes with a full write up, mark and comprehensive feedback. 
v) Practical classes that will be assessed in an exam or course test. 

 
4. Rank these activities in the order that you think you will spend the most time on. 

i)  Reading relevant material before a practical class. 
ii) The practical class itself. 
iii)Writing up the assignment following the practical class. 
iv)Reading the feedback on your assignment after it is returned to you. 

 
 

5. Rank these activities in the order that you think you should spend the most time on. 
i)  Reading relevant material before a practical class. 
ii) The practical class itself. 
iii)Writing up the assignment following the practical class. 
iv)Reading the feedback on your assignment after it is returned to you. 

 
6. Rank these practices in the order that you think they might be penalised when marking an essay, 
1=most penalty. 
   i)  Errors in spelling and grammar. 

ii) Failing to directly answer the question/assignment title. 
iii)Failing to follow instructions. 
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iv)Copying material directly from the web into an essay. 
 
Section C 
Please circle the answer that applies to each question. 
1. At school how often are assignments set that do not count towards the final exam? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
2. At school how often is a mark given for assignments? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
3. At school, in science subjects, how often is a draft commented on before you hand in a final 
version? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
4. At school, in subjects other than science, how often is a draft commented on before you hand in a 
final version of an assignment? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
5. At school how often are deadlines strictly adhered to? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
6. At school how often are penalties given for handing in work late? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
7. At school, in science subjects, how often do you get verbal feedback on your assignments? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
8. At school, in subjects other than science, how often do you get verbal feedback on your 
assignments? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
9. At university how often do you expect work to be set that will not count towards your final mark for 
the year? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
10. At university, if an essay is set, how often do you expect a draft to be commented on before you 
hand in a final version? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
11. At university, if practical report is asked for, how often do you expect a draft to be commented on 
before you hand in a final version? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
12. At university how often do you expect deadlines to be strictly adhered to? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
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13. At university how often do you expect to get personal verbal feedback on an essay assignment? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
14. At university how often do you expect to get verbal feedback to the whole class on an essay 
assignment? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
15. At university how often do you expect to get personal verbal feedback on a practical report 
assignment? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
16. At university how often do you expect to get verbal feedback to the whole class on a practical 
report assignment? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
17. At university, how often do you expect the person marking the work to be the person who set the 
work? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
18. At university how often do you expect your coursework to be sent away to external people to be 
marked? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
19. At university how often do you expect penalties to be given for handing in work late? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
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4.2 Appendix 2 : Questionnaire for second -year Bioscience undergraduates  on feedback to 
coursework from practical classes during their first year  
 
NB.  This questionnaire was identical to the questionnaire given to first years, with the exception of 
the question relating to marks awarded in the first year, which was omitted. 
 
Part of a study funded by the Higher Education Academy.   
 
 
Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire, which is part of a large study looking at 
effectiveness of feedback to coursework.  The study is based in Bioscience departments across four 
universities (Universities A, B, C and D) and the results from the study will be fed to groups that 
decide policy on feedback.  It is hoped that this study will help give a better understanding of what 
constitutes effective and valuable feedback.  It is important to have your responses to the questions 
in this document because, having completed your first year, you will have an opinion of the feedback 
you received over the whole of your first year. 
 
 
Please indicate whether you are male or female: 
 
Male      Female 
 
 
Please indicate what type of qualifications you took before coming to university: 
 
 
A-levels  Highers  Access course 
 
 
Please indicate your overall mark for the first year: 
 
39% or less        40-49%         50-59%     60-69%          70% or more 
 
 
All questions refer to you and your own personal experiences during your first year. 
Please note that questions refer to your experiences when taught in large groups.  Please don’t 
include your experiences from small seminar or tutorial classes, for example. 
 
Section A 
For each question in this section please circle the one answer that applies to each statement. 
 
1. I felt it was really important to have feedback that started with a positive comment about my work. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
2. I was not bothered about positive comments, I just wanted to know how I could have done better. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
3. I liked to see ticks in the margins of my work against correct and/or good points that I had made. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
4. I appreciated critical comments telling me where I had gone wrong. 
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Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
5. I liked having spelling and grammar corrected. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
6. I liked to have a coursework feedback form completed.  
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
7. I would have liked a mark that counted towards my final mark for each piece of coursework I 
handed in. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
8. I always knew who had marked each piece of coursework.  
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
9. I have never questioned any coursework marks I was given. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
10.  Have you ever asked for extra feedback on a piece of coursework? 
 
Yes  Go to Question 11    No  Go on to Section B 
 
 
11. It was easy to contact and find the person who marked the work to ask for extra feedback. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
12. I always felt able to approach the person who marked the work to get additional feedback. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
13.  I was never turned away by a member of staff when I asked for extra feedback. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
14.  To get extra feedback what would be your first method of approach (you can tick more than one 
box if necessary)? 
 
a) Email the marker to arrange an appointment 
b) Email the marker to ask for extra feedback via email 
c) Turn up at their office  
d) A chance meeting e.g. in the corridor etc 
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e) Phone the marker to arrange an appointment 
f)  Approach them at the end of a lecture 
g) Approach them during a practical class 
h) Approach them during their lunch/coffee break 
i)  Place a comment on a web-based discussion board 
 
Section B 
For each of the questions in this section please rank the answers in order from 1 to 5.  For each 
question please use each number only once, i.e. no tied answers. 
 
1. Rank these types of feedback in the order that you consider the most useful to you. 1=most useful, 
5=least useful. 
 
i)  A completed coursework feedback form. 
ii) Being given a mark. 
iii)Corrected spelling and grammar on the manuscript. 
iv)Brief corrections and comments in the margins of the work. 
v) A summary of comments at the end of the piece of work. 
 
2. Looking at a range of different types of feedback, rank them in the order that you consider to be 
most important to you. 1=most important, 5=least important. 
 
i)  Written corrections on your script. 
ii) General electronic feedback to the whole class on a web-based system. 
iii) Individual verbal feedback. 
iv)General verbal feedback to the whole group.  
v) Being provided with a model answer. 
 
3. Rank these activities in the order that you spent the most time on. 1= the most time, 5=least time. 

 
i)  Reading relevant material before a practical class. 
ii) The practical class itself. 
iii)Writing up the assignment following the practical class. 
iv)Reviewing useful comments/corrections to previous assignments. 
v) Reading the feedback on your assignment after it is returned to you. 

 
4. Rank these practices in the order you believe they are penalised when an essay is marked. 
1=most penalised, 5=least penalised. 

 
i)  Errors in spelling and grammar. 
ii) Failing to directly answer the question/assignment title. 
iii)Failing to follow instructions. 
iv)Failing to include referenced material. 
iv)Copying material directly from the web into an essay. 

 
 
Section C 
Please circle the one answer that applies to each question in this section. 
 
1. How often did you feel you were given adequate instructions on how to complete an assignment? 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
2. How often were you able to use corrections from one assignment on the next piece of coursework 
you were set? 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
3. How often were you satisfied with the amount of feedback you were given? 
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Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
4. How often did you read feedback comments written on an assignment?  
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
5. How often did you feel comments on your work were more negative than you deserved? 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
6. How often did you feel comments on your work were more positive than you deserved? 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
7. How often did you have trouble reading the handwriting of the marker? 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
8. How often did you receive any feedback on coursework given to the class as a whole?  
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
Section D 
Please circle the answer that applies to each question. 
 
1.  When you arrived at university were you told what to expect with regard to coursework and how it 
would be marked?    
Yes   No 
 
If no, would you have liked to have been told? 
 
Yes   No 
 
2. In general are you satisfied with the amount of feedback you have received on coursework during 
your first year at university? 
Yes   No 
 
3. In general were you happy about the speed with which your coursework was returned to you? 
Yes   No 
 
4. Do you believe it would benefit you and/or your fellow students if university staff were better 
informed about how coursework is handled and marked at school? 
Yes   No 
 
5. Do you feel your work has improved during the first year as a direct result of the feedback you 
were given to your coursework?  
Yes   No 
 
6. On a scale of 1-6 how would you rank your overall satisfaction with the feedback to coursework 
you received during your first year? 
 
1  2  3  4  5  6 
Very           Very  
Happy          Unhappy 
 
Section E 
These last questions are about your expectations before you started university and whether or not 
your expectations were met. Please circle the answer that applies to each question. 
 
 
1. In general were you expecting more feedback to your coursework than you received? 
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Yes   No 
 
2. Did you expect more verbal feedback to your coursework than you received? 
 
Yes   No 
 
3. Did you expect that some of your coursework would be sent away to external examiners to be 
marked? 
 
Yes   No 
 
 
Thank you for taking the time to fill in this questionnaire. 
 
 
 
In any dissemination of this study we will not disclose your identity.  
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4.3 Appendix 3 : Questionnaire for Bioscience staff  on feedback to undergraduatesÕ 
coursework from practical classes during their first year  
 
This questionnaire is part of a large study, funded by the Higher Education Academy, looking at 
effectiveness of feedback on coursework.  The study is happening in Bioscience departments at four 
universities (Universities A, B, C and D) and the results from the study will be fed to groups that 
decide policy on feedback to students on their coursework.  It is hoped that this study will help give a 
better understanding of what constitutes effective and valuable feedback.  We are questioning staff in 
Bioscience departments at all four of the universities in this study.  Results will be compared to 
similar questions presented to second-year undergraduates. 
 
It would be useful to know who you are to enable us to follow up particular answers if useful to the 
study, and also to chase people who haven’t completed the questionnaire, but if you wish to remain 
anonymous then that is fine.  The key thing is that we receive accurate information on feedback 
practice. 
 
Section 1 (4 questions) 
 
1. When providing students with feedback on their coursework, rank the following in the order that 
you consider to be most important to the student, 1=most important. 
 
i)  Completing the coursework feedback form. 
ii) Giving a mark. 
iii)Correcting spelling and grammar on the manuscript. 
iv)Making brief corrections and comments in the margins of the work. 
v) Writing general comments at the end of the piece of work. 
 
2. Rank the following types of feedback to coursework in the order that you believe the students think 
are most important, 1=most important. 
 
i)  Completing the coursework feedback form. 
ii) Giving a mark. 
iii)Correcting spelling and grammar on the manuscript. 
iv)Making brief corrections and comments in the margins of the work. 
v) Writing general comments at the end of the piece of work. 
 
3. Looking at a range of different types of feedback, rank them in the order that you consider to be 
most beneficial to the students, 1=most important. 
 
i)  Writing corrections on individual scripts. 
ii) Providing general feedback to the whole class on Blackboard or equivalent. 
iii)Providing verbal feedback only to those students who request such feedback. 
iv)Providing general verbal feedback to the whole group. 
 
4. Rank the following in the order that you believe the students think is most useful, 
1=most important. 
 
i)  Writing corrections on individual scripts. 
ii) Providing general feedback to the whole class on Blackboard or equivalent. 
iii)Providing verbal feedback only to those students who request such feedback. 
iv)Providing general verbal feedback to the whole group. 
 
Section 2 (4 questions) 
Please circle the answer that applies to each question. 
1. How often do you tell students they can come and see you to get further feedback on their 
coursework? 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
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2. How often do students ask you for additional feedback on their coursework? 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
3. How often have you turned students away when they have asked for verbal feedback on 
coursework? 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
4. How often do you set assignments, or are able to set assignments, that allow you to see the 
results of feedback you gave on previous assignments? 
 
Always  Often    Sometimes           Rarely   Never 
 
Section 3 (6 questions) 
Please circle the answer that applies to each question. 
 
1. I give adequate instructions to the students on what is expected in an assignment. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
2. I do not have time to give individual feedback to students on their coursework. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
3. Most students take no notice of the feedback I give them. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
4. Most students don’t seem to benefit from the feedback I give. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
5. I believe it is vital to write something positive on each assignment I mark.  
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
6. All students are interested in is the mark for the assignment. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
 
7. Students take more notice of the feedback comments if no mark is given. 
 
Totally          Partially    Neither Agree           Partially       Totally 
Agree           Agree   or Disagree          Disagree       Disagree 
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4.4 Appendix 4 : PowerPoint slides and notes of the talk given to first -years at each of the four 
universities  
 

 
The subject of this talk comes from a survey that was carried out on Y12 and 13 school pupils across 
the UK.  The survey looked at practices in school relating to how coursework is handled.  It also 
looked at perceptions held by Y12/13 pupils of how coursework might be handled at university. 
 
This talk will cover what is expected of you as an undergraduate, and will give you information about 
how practices at university differ from those you may well have been used to at school. 
 
Hopefully if you take on board the messages I will be giving you, you will be able to make the most of 
the learning experience that will be offered to you at university. 

 
 
As an undergraduate you are expected to take responsibility for you own learning.  You will be 
offered opportunities, but it is up to you to follow them up. 
 
Feedback you will receive to coursework you hand in is a very valuable learning tool.  It is up to you 
to make the most of it. 
 
If you wish to receive more feedback than you get from any piece of work, it is up to you to seek it.  
Don’t expect it to be offered to you.  As an undergraduate you are expected to be proactive in the 
learning process. 
 
To many of you this will be very different to practice in schools.  
I will now look at a range of practices and show you how they will differ to those you may well have 
been used to. 
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In other words the lecturers who teach you are the same people who decide what class of degree 
you ultimately receive. 
 

 
This is something that is very important to take on board.  You only have one go at any piece of 
coursework.  The only thing you can do if you are unhappy with it or the mark is less than you would 
expect, is to take on board the criticisms that are made and make sure that in future pieces of work 
you do not make the same errors. 
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It is a similar scenario as far as examinations go: you only have one chance.  You cannot resit your 
exam in order to get a better grade. 
If you fail an exam you are given the opportunity to resit, but however well you do in the exam the 
most you will be award is 40%, which is equivalent to a third class degree. 

 
At school you may have been in a class of ten or 20 pupils in Y12 and 13 – very few schools would 
teach A-level in classes bigger than this.  Your school teacher could easily look at a draft of your 
work, sometimes more than one draft. 
Here at university you are one of 140 first-year Bioscience students.  Your lecturer does not have the 
time to look at a draft.  If the service were offered to one student it would have to be available to all, 
and there simply isn’t time.  
This comes back to the point about making the most of your feedback.  Think of the previous 
assignment as a draft of the next, talking into account corrections made on the previous assignment 
to improve the next. 



 63 

 
The most important feedback you get will be written on your script or on a form attached to your 
script. 
While at school you may have received feedback personally from your teacher, or your teacher may 
have spoken to the whole class about a particular assignment.  Don’t expect this at university.  You 
will rarely get any form of verbal feedback unless you seek it yourself. 

 
 
I will give you an outline of what to expect with regard to coursework. 
 
Because classes are large, marking scripts is a very time-consuming process.  In a class of 120, a 
full practical report or essay could take 15 minutes to mark.  This would be a total of 30 hours’ work. 
Lecturers are required to aim to return coursework within three weeks of submission.  This is a very 
tight turnaround. 
 
It is because of this tight turnaround that deadlines are strict and penalties for handing in work late 
are strict.  Extensions to deadline are rarely given. 
 
It is up to you to avoid these penalties for late submission.  It helps the whole process of marking and 
turning round coursework quickly if all scripts are in on the deadline. 
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When your script has been marked and returned to you, you may find different types of feedback. 
You may have been given a mark.  This will tell you the quality of the work you have submitted 
against the standard marking system of the university.  You may well have an expectation of the sort 
of mark you are aiming at, so the mark will tell you a lot about whether or not the work is up to your 
own standard. 
You will receive written comment, possibly on the script or on a coursework feedback form.  These 
will give you information on specific aspects of the assignment, and should be useful to you when 
writing future assignments. 
Occasionally you may receive comments to the whole class.  This is often the case if the class as a 
whole has made some similar errors.  You will be expected to take on board these comments and not 
make the same mistakes again.  Make your own notes on this sort of feedback, and refer to them 
when carrying out future assignments. 
If you would like more feedback, it is up to you to ask for it.  You should not reach the end of your first 
year and complain about the lack of feedback if you haven’t sought extra personal feedback. You 
may well be happy with the feedback you receive, and that is fine, but if you are not, you should ask 
for more.  No one will turn you away.  Email and ask for an appointment if turning up on spec would 
be inappropriate. 
 

 
You are expected to learn from the feedback you receive, in whatever form it comes. 
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Hopefully you will have understood how practices at school vary from those at university. 
 
You should now appreciate why feedback on coursework at university is different from feedback at 
school, and why there are these differences.  The key reason being the large numbers of students in 
each class, and the fact that you are now undergraduates, and so are expected to be more proactive 
in the learning process.  You are expected to seek help when you require it. 
 
Hopefully you will receive satisfactory feedback to your coursework that helps you learn and develop 
as an undergraduate.  You should be able to improve and mature over your time here as a result of 
the feedback you receive. 
 
4.5 Appendix 5: Questions used in small group interviews for first -year and second -year 
Bioscience students  
 

Q1  What type of feedback do you most value? 

Do you value model answers? 

How would you/do you use model answers? 

Would you like more/some verbal feedback to the whole class on assignments? 

When a script is returned to you, what do you look at first? 

What do you do with the script after this? 

 

Q2 Were you always sure who marked your coursework? 

Were you told who marked it, and if not on what did you base your assumptions. 

Does it help to know who marked your work? 

 

Q3 Have you ever been disappointed with a mark or the amount of feedback you were 

given? 

Did you do anything about this? 

If yes – what? 

If no – why not? 
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Who did, or who would, you consider going to for extra feedback  - the person who set the 

work, or the person who you believe marked it? 

Q4 In questionnaires, over ⅓rd of those asked expected scripts to be sent away to external 

markers/examiners. Given that this does not happen, do you feel your scripts were properly 

handled? 

Does the fact that this expectation was not met give you less confidence in the marking 

process? 

 

Q5 Only half the students questioned felt their work improved as a result of the feedback 

they received.   

By what methods, other than feedback, do you use to improve your work?  

If you were asked to recommend a change in the way coursework is marked, or feedback is 

given, what would you recommend? 

 

Q6 Nearly ⅔rds of those questioned said they felt staff would benefit from knowing how 

coursework is handled at school.   

What specific knowledge do you feel the university staff should have in this area that would 

help in the marking and feedback process? 

 

Q7 Were you clear about what constitutes plagiarism, and did feedback help you understand 

the levels of acceptability? 

Do you feel that instances of plagiarism were detected? And were they treated fairly? 

 

Q8 Are there any other things you would like to add relating to the feedback you received in 

the first year? 
 


