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Feedback and Conceptual Understanding

The role of feedback in learning is well documented (Hattie and Timperley, 2007; Black and Wiliam, 1998). To investigate how feedback may steer student learning Orsmond et al. (2006) reports a qualitative and quantitative study involving how students and their project supervisors use formal module learning outcomes in undertaking an assessed assignment. Three conclusions were drawn: (A) students use a mix of both the formal learning outcomes and their own alternative assignment outcomes, which the authors term distractions, and fail to distinguish between the two, that is, in undertaking assignments students chose to use outcomes of learning which they may feel more comfortable with; (B) students may see the end point of assignments as the production of the product of the assignment (poster/essay), that is its form, and not the demonstration of learning outcomes, that is its function  The importance of demonstrating the function of the assessment is linked to the understanding students have, and their engagement with, particularly concepts being assessed; (C) tutors provided feedback that addressed the ‘form’ rather than the ‘function’ of the assignment.
In order to better understand how students interpreted feedback to enhancing understanding we undertook a qualitative and quantitative study involving semi-structured interviews of 6 tutors and 18 students regarding a piece of documented feedback. Three conclusions were drawn: (A) the majority of students were unable to discern aspects of feedback as being more important than others, perhaps through a lack of variation in the way feedback was constructed; (B) feedback performed three roles as identified in three different student groups: correcting errors, helping students to understand biology (largest group), and finally, encouraging intellectual debate. However, the understanding of biology was seen in terms of the tutor giving guidance as what needed doing, thus the student was working with how the tutor conceptualised biology, the student did not appear to be using the feedback to create their own conceptions. In other words, through this passive use of feedback, students are not developing into biologists, but merely become mimics of biologists; (C) students appear to pay attention to feedback they consider relevant, often incorrectly, and disregard other aspects of tutor feedback. As tutors did not appear to have success mechanisms for evaluate the use and usefulness of their feedback, they are unaware of this selective interpretation. What students take from the feedback may therefore be related to their understanding of specific biological concepts. How feedback is delivered may therefore require tutors to be more aware of student conceptual understanding, and hence the thresholds of learning in biology (Taylor, 2006).
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