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Why this project?
This project began as a self-reflection: At the end of the
semester when instructors receive student evaluations, I noticed
the item that was consistently lower (by -.2 or .3 from the
average rating on a 5-point scale) than every other item across
all of my language courses was related to feedback. In the
Romance Studies department, the language is posited as “the
instructor provided constructive evaluation of your performance
during the semester.”
I found this instructor rating to reflect my own perspective of my
performance of providing feedback, that is, providing feedback is
an extremely complicated and hard thing to do well! While
providing feedback in a language course is different in form than
in a writing course, I observed this to also be the case with my
freshman writing seminar. The study is guided with these
questions:

Oral feedback

- “useful to receive
feedback over email first to
be able to manage
reactions”
- “written feedback, even if
harsh, is easier to receive
than oral [feedback]”
- “I feel more comfortable
being direct [with written
comments]”

What goes
into
providing
feedback?

Marginal comments
- “[give a] sense of what
reader is thinking through
the piece”
- “marginal notes as having
reactions… the handwritten
comments are more
spontaneous, emotional”

What was the process?

?
As a Student…
• What kind of feedback
do you find is most
effective for you?
• In what context do you
prefer to receive
feedback?

?

As an Instructor…
• Did you ever receive training
or guidance in providing
feedback?
• What kind of feedback do you
think is most effective for your
students?
• What kind of feedback do you
prefer to give on papers?
• In what context do you prefer
to give students their
feedback?

A few remarks

Categories not related
to feedback type

End comments

How can I
improve my
feedback-giving
style to improve
my overall
teaching?

I conducted 20-25 minute interviews with 10 graduate
students (including myself) who have experience providing
feedback on student essays, either in a freshman writing
seminar (FWS) or in an introductory survey literature
course in the target language. These students have taught one
or two of these writing-heavy courses within the humanities or
social sciences. I asked the following questions:

As an instructor

Summary of results
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Where did I
learn to give
the feedback
that I have
given/now
give?

As a student

The way that graduate students learn to provide feedback is
representative of the way that instructors learn the practices of
teaching overall:
• Formal training
• Good/bad models
• Trial and Error

Written feedback

- “becomes a conversation and
the whole thing moves forward,
more efficient”
- “is confrontational”
- “is given almost immediately in
a language class, [but I tell]
students from the beginning that
mistakes are a way to learn.
What they say is worth
something, in whatever way they
say it

What can we learn?

Rubrics

These recurring categories that
arose
during
my
interviews
illustrate the main concerns for
receiving and providing feedback.
In some cases, you can see that
ideas overlap in both receiving and
giving feedback, i.e. the usage of
end
comments
&
their
effectiveness,
the
reactionary
impulse to marginal comments, or
the opposition between oral and
written feedback.
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- “is good for language
class”
- “don’t capture all the
ways a student can
receive a B+ on an
essay”
- “only good for specific
skills”

?

- “useful when they push ideas forward
but often this is not the kind of end
comments you get”
- “don’t do what they’re supposed to do”
- “typed up paragraph, with your first
name, like a little note…a generous
assessment that would help me become
who I am today”
- “sizeable end comments with a specific
format: “here’s what I like, here are the
problems, here’s where you sit with the
requirements”
- “intentional but not structured, always
try to ‘sandwich’”

Formal training
- WRIT 7100: “no hard and
fast rules”
- Teaching Survey Course:
“Never received formal
training for feedback”

Google
docs &
public
comments

Voice-over
demos
going over
essay

Guided
Peer
revision
Peers

- “peers are more curious
about things”
- “[It’s a] safe space”
- Roundtable: “at this
stage in my program it’s
about working on a
project to its completion,
not a grade per se,
talking aloud in a back &
forth kind of way [is]
feedback, but not
evaluative”

Engagement
- “[when the professor says] ‘this is
an interesting point, have you this
about this, this, or this?’”
- “feedback that shares my
intellectual curiosity”
- “liked graders who engaged with
the concepts in the margins,
suggested readings, taking
seriously my ideas and arguments”

engagement &
exchange of ideas

Have you tried any of these methods?
While they each have their own pros/cons, it
may be worth the trial & error!
Contact ynv2@cornell.edu for more info!

1• Formal training in feedback is variable! While some who have
taken Writing 7100 found it useful, others felt it was merely a broad
stroke over learning to provide feedback. Those who didn’t find the
formal training useful relied on their own experience or
experimentation with students to know what works for them in that
class.
• End comments don’t seem to be useful unless they follow a
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specific format! Of the six interviewees who used end comments,
all six employed some form of ‘sandwiching,’ ‘couching,’ or multistep process that affirmed positive work and provided critiques to
improve.
• Marginal comments seem to be a space for immediate reaction
3
or response to the work, but they too are not effective unless they
are specific. Because they are localized, they lend themselves to
concrete examples, more so than end comments.

General Takeaway
While what works with one instructor can vary or change with another,
in the same way that it does from one class to another, the kind of
feedback that is most appreciated in this small pool of interviewees
is the kind that demonstrates a shared investment in attaining
and circulating knowledge. I predict that this is what allows these
graduate students to appreciate peer feedback so much, because of
the kind of democratic sharing space that is created. Even with the
power differential that can exist in a professor-student relationship,
these graduate students believe to respond best to feedback that
demonstrates “intellectual curiosity.”

This means…as instructors, we have to make the most of spaces
in which exchanges or conversations about a work can be possible,
such as office hours or “conferences,” in FWS terminology, There are
a number of alternative ways or spaces to facilitate this kind of faceto-face exchange…
This descriptive study may only be a preliminary step in learning the
ways to improve teaching and learning, but it illustrates the
empowering resource of reflection!
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