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Feedback:
Overview

In this theory guide you will understand:

•	 what feedback is

•	 why it is so important for teachers to use feedback

•	 when feedback should be used

•	 how teachers can give feedback



Feedback:
What is feedback?

Feedback can be defined as information given to students that aims to improve 
learning. Often, it aims to help students close the gap between where they are 
now and a goal that represents improvement. It can be written, verbal, from 
technology, teachers, peers or the student themselves.

Feedback is intimately connected to the process of learning and formative 
assessment as a whole: teachers set learning goals, check for understanding, 
give feedback, adjusting their instruction to meet students’ needs. The tasks 
teachers design for students should elicit the information they need to make 
inferences about what students understand regarding the important ideas 
they are teaching. Poorly designed tasks will not allow teachers to give useful 
feedback. See our planning theory guide for more on planning effective tasks.

We will focus on feedback that is formative, i.e. something students can act 
upon to improve. A GCSE grade is summative: it tells students about their 
performance in comparison to others but does not allow for them to improve 
upon it. Feedback that contains a grade (even if paired with other information 
on how to improve) can be problematic. William (2020) suggests using grades 
sparingly and at the end of a learning sequence.

https://europe.irisconnect.com/guides/72540


Feedback:
Why is feedback important?

Feedback can have a powerful positive effect on learning. But feedback can 
actually negatively impact learning (compared to no feedback at all) (Wisniewski 
et al., 2020). So we need to look at the evidence about what makes feedback 
effective. This won’t guarantee that feedback will benefit learning but it will give 
teachers the best chance.

Feedback can get students to think hard if it is designed carefully. When 
students think hard about important ideas, this supports their learning. Wiliam 
(2016) encourages teachers to “make feedback detective work”. Teachers need 
to do less of the thinking for their students e.g. by not correcting their errors 
for them, and design feedback so that students do more of the heavy cognitive 
lifting. For example, instead of pointing out students’ mistakes, put anonymised 
answers on the board and tell students that three answers need correcting - 
students discuss which and why. Or a teacher could circulate during student 
work and highlight areas students should look back on in one colour and things 
they think are effective or correct in another. Students then need to work out 
why the teacher has highlighted these aspects of their work. These examples get 
students to do the thinking. However, you can see that for students to engage 
purposefully with feedback, they have to be motivated to do so.



Feedback:
When should feedback be used?

To move learning forward
Feedback should be used when it has the capacity to move learning forward 
(Collin & Quigley, 2021). This means it should help students understand 
something they can apply to tasks in the future. Whilst feedback should not be 
so vague that it is not actionable, it must teach students something generalisable 
so they can learn something useful from it.  
 
For example, feedback such as “Make your introduction more engaging” is too 
vague to be useful. But, “Switch those two sentences around” is probably too 
specific to be generalised (it’s not clear why). Better feedback would elicit or 
remind the student that short statements can be a punchy start to an argument 
and get them to look back at their introduction to work out what to do. 
Feedback that is personal e.g. “You are really smart at this.” may suggest to the 
student that doing well in this area is about talent rather than effort. This could 
dissuade them from striving to improve (Collin & Quigley, 2021).



Immediate or delayed feedback?
There is no one optimal time to give feedback - the research shows that feedback 
can be effective if it is immediate or delayed. So, how to teachers decide when to 
give feedback? It will likely depend on three things (Collin & Quigley, 2021):

The task: Sometimes the task provides the feedback, e.g. in P.E. a student 
recognises that their technique must be poor because their serve is constantly 
‘out’. Other times feedback is unclear and teachers may want to give it 
immediately to prevent misconceptions arising. 

The students: On particular tasks, some students may benefit from immediate 
feedback if going too far wrong is likely to confuse them further. However, 
others may benefit from realising it for themselves. Delayed feedback may cause 
students to retrieve information from mind, consolidating learning more than if 
they had immediate feedback. 

The class: If a misconception is fundamental and widespread, immediate whole-
class feedback could benefit student learning in future.

The frequency of feedback should not be prescribed
It is problematic to create policies that suggest how often (especially when it is 
very frequent) teachers should provide feedback. We have to think about the 
opportunity cost to teachers giving feedback: what else could they be doing that 
might be more impactful for student learning and, their own wellbeing (when it 
comes to marking)?

Feedback on both errors and successes
Often feedback is thought of as telling a student how to improve. But feedback 
should aim to strengthen students’ understanding of what they are doing well too 
(Collin & Quigley, 2021), i.e. help them to learn from success.

When students are ready to hear it and do something with it
The most important thing is what the students do with the feedback. Students 
need to pay attention to the feedback, hear it as developmental (rather than 
criticism) and understand how to apply it.



Feedback:
How should teachers give feedback?

Key principles from the research and ideas we have summarised in the previous sections:

Treat feedback as part of the learning process: teachers must know their learning goals 
and plan activities that elicit the thinking and information they need to make inferences 
about student learning. They must use techniques that gather this evidence from 
students - see our theory and technique guides on checking for understanding.

Develop the student: feedback should help the student improve on tasks they haven’t 
been set yet. It shouldn’t be personal (about ability).

Specific but generalisable: feedback should be granular because vague feedback is 
unlikely to be beneficial. Being told ‘this could be clearer’, does not give insight into 
how to make it clearer. Too specific though and feedback is only applicable to that one 
situation. Explaining why can be helpful.

Plan for action: feedback should be actionable. This means that the teacher must plan 
for when the feedback will be used.

Give feedback on errors and successes: students can learn a lot from focusing on 
how they did something well and what they did that made it work. This is important in 
addition to feedback that helps them close gaps.

Prepare students for feedback: explain why and how you will give feedback ahead of 
time to prepare students, model using the feedback and check students understand the 
feedback. These may help prepare them.

Any technique will only be effective if it is linked to a well-understood problem. Reflect 
on and define the problem you are trying to solve or do so with your coach. Then, you can 
use our decision tool for suggestions as to techniques you can adopt, adapt and test.

Problems related to this area:

•	 How do I give feedback that improves students’ understanding?
•	 How do I make feedback efficient?
•	 How do I respond to errors and misconceptions?
 
Define your problem. What do you think might be the cause? Why?
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Feedback:
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Decide which strategy you will trial. Now you can practise the strategy and 
record it and share it with a coach if you are being coached.

If you want to read more about feedback, please click below to visit our 
Assessment and Feedback theory module.

Find out more
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