Enhancing First Year Management Students’ Engagement: An Action Research

Project to Explore the Use of the Essay Feedback Checklist (EFC)

Abstract

Feedback represents one of the key factors that affect student learning. A
question is raised here as to what extent engaging students with feedback and
considering their voices as partners in the assessment process can improve their
confidence and therefore their learning. The objective of this action research
was to support the introduction of the Essay Feedback Checklist (EFC) to first
year management students at a British University. This research examined the
use of EFC as an interactive two-way communication tool between tutors and
students. The research also aimed to help management students to be more
aware of the assessment criteria thus to be more engaged in feedback. Data was
collected from students and tutors before and after the use of the EFC in order to
highlight their perspectives regarding the effective use of the tool. The
research's findings argued that students found the EFC useful to support
engagement with the feedback and in improving their confidence through
receiving quality feedback to develop their work further. Tutors and students
claimed that the EFC created an interactive environment in providing feedback
and it helped to open a dialogue about it, but they also highlighted some

drawbacks.
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1. Introduction

The literature on teaching and learning in higher education put a special focus on
assessment and feedback as a core activity in the teaching and learning process. Most
of the literature indicates the importance of assessment for learning (for example,
Sadler, 1989, Biggs, 2003, Race, 2005, Norton, 200, Price et al, 2010). One of the
main factors for successful learning is providing feedback that enabled learners to

make sense of their learning (Race, 2010). Therefore, there is a formative feedback



that focuses on how students’ learning is progressing and a summative feedback that
generates marks and levels and evaluate whether students can pass these levels or not

(Price et al, 2010).

Assessment for learning involves: setting clear guidance for the standards or goals
which should be achieved; providing information about how current achievement
compares with standards; and giving feedback about how to take actions to reduce the
gap between standards and actual work (Sadler, 1989). Therefore, effective feedback
can be achieved when it is combined with effective instruction about the required
performance and when students provided specific tasks or challenges to focus their
attention and to increase their effort ( (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). Accordingly, the
responsibility of teachers is to clarifying goals, enhancing commencement from

students and encouraging self-assessment (Hattie and Timperley, 2007).

Thus, engaging students with feedback and giving them the information about their
progress and motivating them to achieve the required standards, helped students to
recognise their performance (Nicholls, 2004). Therefore, feedback can be seen as a
system of guidance (rather than an event) which mainly based on continuous dialogue
between students and tutors (Beaumont et al, 2011). This reflects that feedback has
now become more student-centred (Bailey and Garner 2010) and for feedback to work

in practice, it must connect with the students (Higgins et al, 2002:54).

This supports the argument that the teaching and learning activities, which are more
active and with high student engagement, have a positive impact on the students’ deep
learning (Nicholls, 2002). This is simply because students’ engagement helps them to
ask if they have not received clear information or if they want more detail feedback
about their work. The literature reveals, also, the importance of the students’ self-
assessment in developing their learning (Carles, 2006). Involving students to
understand the feedback provided and to be a partner in this process help their
learning (Fluckiger et al, 2010) and indicate a strong positive results and benefits to

students (Black and Wiliam, 1998:15)

Therefore, good feedback practice should involve the development of reflection in
learning (self-assessment) and helping tutors and students to clarify what is good

performance by identifying the criteria or standards (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick ,



2006). Achieving the previous objectives requires a way of communication between
tutors and students which helps students to be aware of the assessment criteria and

helps tutors to provide the expected feedback which students are looking for.

The literature indicated, also, that the information provided on students’ progress
though feedback has the capacity to turn each item of assessed work into an
instrument for the further development of each student’s learning (Hyland, 2000:
234). Although based on a reflective evaluation of the situation in higher education,
feedback remains conceptualised and it is defined as transmission processes whereby
tutors transmit feedback messages to students about what is right and what is wrong in
their academic work. Therefore, they expect that students will use this information to

improve their work further (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2006).

Thus, the question highlight here is: Are students aware of these standards? Do they
know the main criteria for marking their work? There is also an issue related the
quality of feedback which remains a major concern for higher education institution

(Beaumont et al, 2011).

2. Using the EFC (Thinking of Ways to Tackle the Problem)

Norton (1990) asked students to rank in order the criteria which they thought their
tutors were looking for and, then, she asked their actual tutors to look at the same
criteria, identified by students, and rank them, also, in order of importance. Norton
(1990) argued that there was a mismatch between students' and tutors' rankings
whereby students put content fairly high in their rankings and tutors did not rank this
criterion at all. The Essay Feedback Checklist (EFC) has been designed to list the
assessment criteria used in essay marking and, then, ask students to rate how
confident they felt when writing their essay by using a three—point rating scale for
each assessment criteria (Completely Confident, Partially Confident and Not
Confident At All) (Norton & Norton ,2001; Norton et al, 2002). According to them,
the idea of the EFC is that when tutors come to mark students’ work, they look at
students' own ratings and, then, put their own ratings underneath - whereby there is a

big mismatch on where the tutor writes targeted feedback.

This study’s rationale was to build a dialogue and an interactive approach in



providing students with feedback. Highlighting the way in which tutors encourage
students’ engagement in assessment and feedback could have a positive effect on the
level of knowledge as a shared process between tutor and students (Bloxham and
Campbell, 2010:291). Bloxham and West’s (2007) study identified that dialogue with
tutors was a key aid in negotiating the meaning of both assessment guidance and
written feedback. Higgins (2000:2) argued that students struggled to use tutor
feedback effectively because they were unable to understand feedback comments and
interpret them correctly. He argued that the reason was the failure of tutors and
students to communicate. The use of the EFC, as a tool in giving feedback, could help
to make assessments standards more transparent for students and it could create, also,

a good opportunity to provide explicit assessment criteria and interactive feedback.

The rationale of using the EFC is to help students to be more engaged in assessment
and feedback and to help them understand their tutors’ expectations. The EFC works
as a shared, interactive and two-way communication tool between tutor and students;
this creates the circumstances for students to become gradually part of the assessment
and feedback process. In the EFC’s end section, and after asking students to rate their
level of confidence in each assessment criteria, there is an additional section where
students are asked, on submission of their assignments, to identify particular aspects
of their work on which they would like feedback. This could help tutors to respond
directly to students’ enquiries about feedback and create an interactive dialogue

between tutor and students.

The EFC could be used, also, as a tool that helps students to improve their essay
writing (Norton et al, 2002). Designing the EFC involves making a list of the
assessment criteria by which first year management students’ essays are marked.
Next, prior to submission of their assignment, students will be asked to rate these
criteria. Then, their ratings are submitted along with their essays. In this case, the EFC

will be a tool to help students judging their own work and

A reminder to students about the essential elements of their assignments that
they should be focusing on while they are actually writing (Norton, 2009:163).

Also, the tutor can use the EFC to provide a rating of the assessment criteria. Then,

this can be used to provide specific feedback about any differences between student’s



and tutor’s ratings (Norton, 2009). In this case, the EFC is used to help the students to

improve their essays and to help the tutor give effective feedback.

This research was designed to follow Norton and Norton’s (2001) study with a
particular focus on indicating first year management students’ views of the usefulness
of the EFC as a tool for helping them with the process of writing management essays
and as a method of providing greater clarity within the tutor's written feedback.
Furthermore, this research aimed to explore tutors' views of using tools such as the

EFC.

3. From Theory to Practice (The Context)

From my practical experience of teaching first year students over five years at a
British University , it was apparent that some first year management students found
essay writing difficult and struggled to know exactly what writing a good essay
required. They did not find their current feedback sufficiently helpful and, in some
cases, they did not understand fully the essay assessment criteria. In turn, this might
lead to some questions regarding tutors’ feedback on essays; this was likely to be
highlighted when second marking showed variation in tutors’ feedback on some
modules. Against this background, the research started to build on some discussions
with peer tutors about the quality of tutors’ feedback. This raised some potential
questions about whether or not tutors gave what was understood to be ‘effective
feedback’ in terms of giving more constructive and consistent comments to students.
Furthermore, what was meant by the word ‘effective’ and it was questionable as to the
extent to which there was a collective understanding of the term and how feedback
could reflect on students’ confidence. Hence, this research explored tutors'

understanding of the effects of feedback on the students’ learning.

The research sought to understand whether and, therefore, how the use of tutors’
feedback on students’ essays could be related to students’ understanding and self-
confidence. It investigated any incremental improvements in essay writing which
could be observed during students’ first year of studying Management modules.
Additionally, this paper investigated tutors’ strategies to deal with essay feedback and
sought students’ views about the Essay Feedback Checklist (EFC) which could help

them potentially to target those areas where they might help to improve their



confidence level and therefore their essay writing.

In this British University, the teaching and learning strategy aims to ‘establish
assessment and feedback processes that enhance and deepen learning’ (Teaching and
learning strategic map in a British University). The strategy delivers the following

strategic objectives to achieve this broad aim:

- To provide varied opportunities for the students to be assessed on their own work
and work done with others.

- To ensure that the students understand fully the assessment criteria, processes and
feedback channels which support their learning.

- To embed innovative practices for enhanced feedback mechanisms and approaches.

- To further develop and embed discipline and task-specific assessment criteria within
an overarching institutional framework.

- To develop threshold standards for assessment and feedback (The strategic map,
British University, 2012).

Within the Management School, the current practice was that feedback on essay
scripts comes in two forms. Firstly, the marker highlights mistakes and writes relevant
comments on the essay script. Secondly, a pro forma marking sheet is completed
where the marker should highlight the positive aspects of the essay along with an
outline of the key areas that the student needs to improve. The marking procedure
requires that a sample of all scripts is second marked by another tutor who is familiar
with the course content. The second marker provides feedback in the same way as the
first marker. In the event of large discrepancies between the two markers, both
markers would discuss their reasoning and come to an overall agreement upon the
mark. Examples of essay marking criteria include: the extent to which the student
provides a critical evaluation of the essay question which is backed up with relevant
and appropriate academic literature; the overall essay structure (does the essay flow
and include suitable introduction, body and conclusion); the proper English grammar;

and appropriate academic writing.

Some students find feedback difficult to read and difficult to interpret. From the staff
point of view, in some cases, the students do not pay attention to feedback and they

look only for the mark or the grade. Over the last few years, many academic staff



made the argument that, ‘students care only about the grade and they do not care
about feedback’. This leads to a question: Do tutors create the situation and
environment to help students understand our feedback and work with assessment as a

way to improve their learning?

This paper argues that there is a lack of communication between tutors and students in
providing feedback and this may be the reason why students do not use feedback in a
proper way. Accordingly, the research decided to use the EFC as a tool which could
be used with essay writing to remind students of the marking criteria and to help them
to self-assess their work and to allow tutors to give feedback on each criterion. With
the EFC, the students can follow up feedback, also, with an open dialogue with tutors

about their received feedback.

The focus for this action research was to support and improve first year management
students’ self- confidence through engaging them with the feedback on their essays.
The generation of this research idea was based on a concern with first year
Management students not understanding the assessment criteria for their essays and
therefore they are not confident with the level of their work. Another issue was that,
when they received their feedback, students frequently asked questions about its
implications, for example, what does critical evaluation mean? How can I do more on
referencing? How could I write my essay better next time? I am not confident with

my work, what can I do?

4. Research Questions

Based on the previous review of the literature and on the review of the current
situation at the Management School at a British University, this research’s main
objective was to help students to understand the assessment criteria and to help them
receive and utilise effective feedback on their essays. It was believed that this might
be achieved through giving suggestions and actions for students on how to reduce the
gap between standards and actual performance and to motivate them to do better in
their next essay. Therefore, the research questions were sought to provide in-depth

insights and explanations to the following question:

To what extent will introducing an Essay Feedback Checklist (EFC) in the



Management School’s assessment process:
- Improve first year students’ understanding of assessment criteria?
- Assist Tutors to target their feedback more effectively?

5. Why Action Research?

The main objective of using action research in this study was to help tutors to improve
their teaching practices. There is a commitment to the idea that people can, and
should, have a go at thinking about their practices and try to contribute to ‘change’ in
their organizations. Here a question arises about ‘How do I improve my practice?

(Whitehead, 1989)
McNiff (2002) defined action research as:

Action research is a term which refers to a practical way of looking at your own
work to check that it is as you would like it to be. Because action research is
done by you, the practitioner, it is often referred to as practitioner based
research; and because it involves you thinking about and reflecting on your
work, it can also be called a form of self-reflective practice (McNiff, 2002)

Accordingly, action research could be a way to help practitioners to improve their
own practices. Although the definition reflects the individual and the subjective view
in doing action research, it is aligned with this paper’s objective in doing action
research in teaching practices. However, this is not the only objective of doing this
research. There is, also, a concern about the need to investigate the current situation
regarding feedback at the Management School and, probably, to take the initiative to
open a dialogue about assessment and feedback in the University. Therefore, this may
strongly support, also, Norton's following definition of action research as a

pedagogical work:

The fundamental purpose of pedagogical action research is to systematically
investigate one’s own teaching/learning facilitation practice with the dual aim of
modifying practice and contributing to theoretical knowledge...Using a
reflective lens to look at some ‘problem’ or initiative and then determining a
methodical set of steps to research that problem/initiative and to take action
(Norton, 2009, xv-xvi)

In conclusion, this action research’s objective was to put down a marker on the

Management School at a British University current teaching and learning activities by



exploring students’ and tutors' points of view about the feedback provided on essays.
Also the aim was to reflect and improve teaching practices by using a new tool of

giving feedback to students, namely the EFC.

6. Research Design and Method

This research used a multi-methodological approach. Although a first draft of the EFC
was developed, the study was very keen to engage the Management School tutors in
developing the checklist. Once we had agreed on the checklist, students were asked to
complete it when writing their essays. The next stage of data collection was a
questionnaire to those students who participated in the study. The questionnaire
collected students' views on whether or not they considered that the EFC was useful;
the ease/difficulty of completing the EFC; whether or not they considered that the
feedback provided by the EFC gave them a better understanding of how to improve
their work; and whether or not they considered that the EFC ought be adopted at the
Management School (and at what level - e.g. all years or only Ist year). A focus group
was arranged with some students to obtain more in depth insights about their

experience in using the EFC.

7. Ethical Issues and Limitations of using EFC

In order to protect students and staff, data was collected from participants in a very
careful way. The research took steps to ensure that participation in the project was
voluntary and there was not any abuse of power from tutors to force students to
become involved. The research has been approved by the local ethical committee to
start collecting data from tutors and students. Students were provided with the
information about the possible benefits of taking part in this research to improve their
essay writing and to help them to obtain effective feedback which helps them in the
future to enhance their essay writing. Students and tutors were told that all their
responses were anonymous; also, if they preferred their quotes not to be used, they

could say so in the consent form.

There was a mixed reaction from the tutors to the trialling the EFC. Some positive
reactions were received to the ideas and a number of tutors were happy to become

involved in the research. Others were less forthcoming with comments and might be



unwilling to participate. The research respected any colleague’s right not to
participate in the study. The research was trying to be aware of the main limitations of
using the EFC as outlined in Norton (2009). The EFC’s first limitation was that
students might not give an honest rating to their work since they might consider that it
would affect the tutor’s marking. In order to alleviate this issue, students were
provided with information that the essays will be marked in the traditional way before
being reassessed using the EFC. This ensured, also, that marking remained consistent
between the assignments marked under this research and with those not involved in
the research. Another concern about the EFC related to tutors and how they might not
wish to give feedback in this way but prefer to write on the essay itself. I was very
keen to create a dialogue about the research idea and how it could help both students
and tutors. The research worked to build up a collaborative discussion regarding the
idea. The tutors were asked to help to adapt and to refine the EFC. Two tutors agreed
to take part in this research; this represented a good sign of their interest in the

research idea.

8. Research Findings
The research findings are reported in the following stages.
Stage One: Design the EFC with the Tutors

In order to investigate the tutors' perspectives regarding feedback, this action
research started by interviewing peers about their perspectives regarding the

quality of essay feedback.

The following quotes present some of their responses when I began to explore
the research idea with them and to ask them about the EFC as a tool in

providing feedback. One tutor indicated that:

It is a good idea to think about the level of confidence for first year students.
Actually we deal with them as adults but they haven’t enough experience to
cope with the university work. We always aim to institutionalise them through
putting frameworks and forms that might help them to improve their learning
and it could help us as well. They should be aware of the new rules of the game!
(TA)

10



The above quote argued that using feedback forms or frameworks might work in
controlling students to be completely under the university umbrella. The quote
reflects, also, the importance of considering the first year management students’ level
of confidence and how to develop it. The quote reflects, also, the rational of
assessment in higher education from a tutor’s point of view which is to set the rules
that students should follow. The following is another quote supported the same idea
that feedback was a controlling tool used by tutors to enforce students to cope with

the university regulations and procedures:

Assessment is problematic. It controls students. I wish there was no assessment.
What we do is a memory learning not assessment. The market should assess
students not us. It is the job of the employer. Can you ask your students if we
remove assessment from the course, what do they think? (TB)
The above quotes confirmed still the previous idea that some tutors recognised
assessment as a tool to control students and to keep their work within the expected

levels. One tutor reflected their conservative view regarding the research idea as

follows:

Well, we should be careful. Are we going to be giving them feedback or giving

them a chance to question our academic judgement? I think some students want

us to mother them not to give them a feedback (TC)
The previous quote reflects the reaction of some tutors when I explained my project
idea to them. They refused the idea of sharing feedback criteria with students. They
argued that this might open the door to students' questioning their academic
judgement. When I started to argue that it was students’ right to follow up our
feedback, they claimed that this would reflect negatively on our role as academics and

on our academic freedom.

During the interviews, there were some discussions regarding our performance in
management classes and how this could reflect on the students’ level of learning. The

following quote reflects this:

It is good to ask students to be more critical in their writing or to write a
comment like it is a descriptive writing, but the question is, are we provide
students critical lecture or materials to help them build up these skills? (TD)

11



Some tutors suggested some actions to develop their practices. The following
quotes represent two of the tutors’ action plan to provide the students with some
study skills sessions to help them to understand and be aware of the marking
criteria which we used in marking essays. The objective of these sessions is to
help students to be familiar with the standards which tutors were looking for.
There was, also, a suggestion to apply the research idea with students in

different years.

I’m going to prepare a study skills lecture for first year students next year which
involves a session about essay writing, referencing and plagiarism. I wish this
could help them in writing their essay (TE)

It may be helpful as well to apply the same idea for third year students because
they need more help in writing their essays and giving them feedback. The same
idea could be applicable for the international partner (TF)

It was clear from the above mentioned quotes that tutors had different themes and

ideas. Some of academics recognised students’ engagement in feedback as a negative

sign of their academic work. Some others argued that assessment and feedback was

for the purpose of controlling students within the institutional regulations. Some tutors

engaged positively with the research idea and started to think about how to develop

their teaching practices. Tutors agreed that the criteria involved in the EFC were to

evaluate whether students:

- Addressed the question throughout the essay in a correct way;

- Organised the essay clearly with structure appropriate to the question;

- Put forward a relevant argument of good quality;

- Synthesised a range of material into a coherent whole;

- Demonstrated a depth of understanding relating to underlying management
issues;

- Evaluated theoretical concepts and research evidence;

- Referenced according to management requirements;

- Checked for spelling and grammar; and

- Wrote in an appropriate academic style.



Stage Two: Before Using the EFC: Students’ Expectations

120 first year management students out of 300 students were told to write down on a
piece of paper their thoughts about the importance of feedback and what they
expected from feedback on their essay. The following voices represent examples of

students’ thoughts about the importance of feedback:

Feedback is important because it can improve my essay in the future and know
the mistakes I have done. This will help me not only in one module but in other
modules as well

Essay feedback is important to me as it allows me to understand the strong and
weak points of my writing. This will give me the chance to apply these
recommendations to future essays and to improve my writing and my analysis

It is important so that we can learn from it. We will know what we get wrong
and what we have got right

My feedback is important because I want to know if it was worth the effort or
not

We can learn from feedback what we are doing wrong, what get right and how
to improve my essay

From the previous quotes, it was clear that students were looking for constructive
feedback because they wanted to learn how to improve their performance next time
and to know the positive and negative points of their essay. Some students claimed
that they were looking for a detailed feedback in criteria like grammar or referencing.
They highlighted, also, the importance of providing feedback on specific criteria. In
addition, students were asked about their expectations for essay feedback. The

following represent some examples of students’ expectations for:

Timely Feedback

I think the best feedback should be timely and helpful

I want to know overall points, good and bad points and future
recommendations.

I want feedback before the end of the term to be able to discuss it with my tutor
I need to know my mark, strengths, weaknesses and where I need to improve

my writing.
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I would like to see my feedback soon after the submission of my essay

Specific Feedback

I am looking for individual areas of improvement need to be highlighted

My essay is a problem, I want a specific guidelines and feedback not a general
ones

Constructive Feedback

I expect feedback allows us to transition from A level techniques to a degree
level as it tells me how to improve my work and get higher marks

I expect feedback to tell me what I did well and what I need to improve in the
future and how?

Motivational Feedback

Feedback enables me to get know my mistakes and correct them. I expect as
well it motivates me on writing better essays

I want feedback that encourages me to work harder and reduce further mistakes

I expect feedback to giving us constructive, clear criticisms and motivate me
doing better next time

Detailed Feedback

I want to know in detail what are strengths and weaknesses in my essay.
Whether is good or not, how can [ improve my essay next time. Also, the
references are correct or not

I want feedback to show me in detail what we can develop on and take on board

Personal Feedback

Most feedback are generic, I expect the tutor to guide me on what to include or
exclude in my essay so as to strengthen my essays and this could help me know
how to write good ones

I am looking for tutors' feedback and their opinions, comments on my writing
style and layout

It was clear from the previous comments that first year management students were
active learners because they were looking to develop their writing skills. They were
interested in receiving feedback on their essays that could help them to learn and to

improve their writing skills in the future. Also, they were looking for feedback which

14



was constructive, motivational and specific to further developing their work. Students
also highlighted the importance of feedback to support their learning transition from
school to university. The above quotes noted the importance of the positive and

motivational feedback and the beneficial effect on students learning.
Stage Three: After the EFC: Experience of Feedback

The main objective of this stage in the study was to explore to what extent there could
be a mismatch between students’ and tutors’ ratings on the assessment criteria. This
could be achieved through providing a descriptive analysis of the findings. For the
students' rating and the tutors' rating, a score of 3 was given to ‘Completely
Confident’ (C), 2 for ‘Partially Confident’ (P) and 1 for ‘Not Confident at All’ (N). 40

students have been accepted to use the EFC and submit the form with their essays.

The findings indicate clearly that there is a mismatch between students’ evaluation to
their work and tutors evaluation. For example where students were confident about
their work in referencing as marking criteria, there is a large difference between tutors
evaluation to this criteria. This finding was slightly surprising as I had expected
students to do better with referencing since we had given them a session about how to

write referencing and how to avoid plagiarism.

In the area of ‘Understanding’, where students were expected to understand the essay
question and the material provided to support their writing and evaluation, students
rated themselves as ‘Completely Confident.” On the other hand, tutors evaluated
‘Understanding’ as a criteria that students not confident with because their work
shows less understanding to the marking criteria. This finding supported the argument
that it was difficult for first year students to shown depth of understanding to some
management issues because most of their work was descriptive without deep analysis
of the topic. It was clear from the findings that students evaluated themselves higher
than tutor evaluation. This reflected that students might need more clarification of the
standards required in these criteria and that they might need more help from tutors to
explain the difference between their actual performance and the expected

performance.

Stage Four: Questionnaire
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In order to obtain more information from students about their experiences in using the
EFC, students were asked to complete ‘The Assessment Experience Questionnaire’
which adapted from Gibbs and Simpson (2003). The objective was to obtain some
insights from students regarding their experiences with the EFC. 30 students (out of
40) agreed to complete. They have been asked to return the questionnaire back after

receiving their feedback from tutors.

Looking at the overall figures in Table (1) it can be seen that 76.7% of students
thought the EFC helped them with clear instructions about the criteria used in

marking their essays.

INSERT HERE Table (1)

Table 1: Students’ Responses to the Questionnaire

Only 4% of students agreed that the EFC could help them to compare their work with
others. The highest percentage of students indicated that the EFC helped them to
understand things better and to show how to do better next time (43.3% and 86.7%).
70% of the students claimed that they did not understand some of the feedback. This
reflects that, in some cases, there is a miscommunication in terms of the languages

used in the feedback provided to the students.

This finding supported Higgins et al’s (2001) view that there was a problem in
communicating assessment feedback. They argued that shared understanding of the
meanings and the languages, used in the feedback provided to students, could be
helpful to improving their performance. The interesting figure from the questionnaire
was that all students (100%), who completed the questionnaire, agreed that the EFC
helped them to confidently evaluate their work and they are very keen to read the
feedback not just their marks. Overall, the findings supported the argument that
students found the EFC helpful and they felt positive about using the EFC in

obtaining feedback on their essays and they feel confident with using the tool.

Stage Five: Focus group
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From a potential of 40 students, 8 students joined a focus group to obtain more in-
depth insights about their experiences with the EFC. The following quotes came from

students’ focus group discussions about the EFC’s usefulness:

The EFC had made me feel confident and realise how important proof reading is
and made sure I had completed grammar and spell check manually. This is a
vital skill which is also going to help throughout life as well as for all my other
module assignments. EFC also can be seen as a revision tool as it made me go
back to notes numerous times to see if there was another way of looking at the
argument (Student A).

The previous quote pointed out that students realised the importance of being familiar
with the criteria used in marking essays and how this reflected on him/her confidence
level. The comment showed, also, that students used the EFC as a revision tool to

improve writing their essays.

One of the comments was from a student who did not find the EFC useful; he claimed
that the reason was the lack of information about the gap between the actual work and
the standards. This student wanted still to know more about the marking criteria:

It isn't helpful at all. I’'m still wondering how critical arguments look like...I
honestly thought I did it in the essay, so sad! (Student B)

One student gave the following comment about their experience of using the EFC:

I like the way the EFC is based on constructive feedback. I think most students
would be devastated if they are already feeling down from the marks received
and then receive only negative feedback expounding on their weaknesses.
Instead the EFC is well balanced in giving feedback on strengths and
weaknesses. It allows an avenue for students to have a better insight into their
essays especially when students don’t have a chance to see their tutors after
getting them back. It is impossible for tutors to remember every single script
they graded so it is good to complete an EFC as and when they are through with
it while the memory is fresh. It definitely prevents a mob of students from
mobbing the tutors for explanations and more marks (Student C).

It was clear from the previous comment that students recognised the EFC as a tool for
giving positive comments on essays as well as negative ones. Student highlighted,
also, that the EFC could save time for students and tutors in meeting up for more

clarification of the feedback.
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As indicated in the literature review, feedback could be a tool to encourage students to
develop their writing and to feel confident in self-evaluating their work. The

following comment supports this view.

I found the EFC feedback very useful in understanding what I did well and where
improvements could have been made, it was very useful feedback to take into my
next essay where the feedback given can be applied and weak areas focused on. It
gives clear descriptions of exactly what was done well, and an indication as to my
personal strengths, and how I need to develop throughout my university course. It
really helped me to be more confident in my writing. I liked the well done
comment at the end of the EFC which encouraging and motivating me to do better
next time (Student E).

One of the objectives of using the EFC in this study was to help students to be aware
of the marking criteria of their essays. The following comments from students support

this objective:

EFC gave an idea to the marking criteria and as to what was is expected. Also
useful as an aid to writing the essay as a checklist. After feedback is useful as a
reflective tool to help improve future assignments (Student F).

Before submitting my essay, EFC gave me a clear idea of exactly what the marker

would be looking for in my essay which helped me to write and structure my essay
confidently. After - it indicated how successful I was in each criteria which helped
me understand the overall mark I received and it has told me how to improve next

time (Student G).

After receiving my assignment, EFC gave me feedback on the mistakes that I had
made and what I could improve on. Precisely on the organization of the essay and
the relevance of the argument which was mostly touched upon, from this I know
that I could present as much data and resources. However, they need further
explanations and evaluations that still link back to the question and maintain a
relevant argument in the essay (Student H).

It was clear that students used the EFC before writing their essays and, then, after
receiving their marks. Before writing the essay, the EFC was used to check the
marking criteria in order to be familiar and confident with the standards and it was
used, also, after receiving the feedback. The previous comments indicated the
importance of using the EFC as a tool which could encourage students not to look
only for their marks but also to follow up their feedback. The EFC could be used,

also, as an aid to help students think about some actions to improve their essay
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writing. The conclusion from students’ previous comments is that most of the first
year management students found the EFC to be a useful tool in their essay writing.
Students stated that, before writing the essay, the EFC could be used to remind them
of the marking criteria. After receiving the feedback, it could be used, also, to show
them how to do better next time with their writing. They also argued that the EFC

helped to self-evaluate their work that reflected positively on their confidence level.

9. Discussion

The objective of this action research was to explore the perspectives of students and
tutors for the use of the Essay Feedback Checklist (EFC). It also aimed to help first
year management students to be more familiar and aware of the assessment criteria of
their essay before starting write it up. The results of this study indicate that students
found the EFC to be a positively supportive tool in essay writing. They pointed out
the importance of having feedback for each marking criteria in to know clearly their

writing limitations and how to improve it further.

The findings from the questionnaire and from the focus group supported the view that
most students were very interested in building up two-way communication and in
developing a dialogue with their tutors regarding feedback. Students found the EFC
makes significant help in reminding them of the marking criteria before submitting
their essays. Also, after receiving their feedback, they used it to consider the tutors'
comments about their work. So, the EFC encourage students to actively question their
understanding of their own work in relation to the assessment criteria (Wakefield et

al, 2014: 260).

In the focus group, students indicated that they were waiting to know how the tutors
evaluated their work in order to compare it with their own evaluation. Students
believed, also, that they needed to add their voices to the feedback provided from their
tutors. This is related to the idea that feedback should be empower students and
encourage them to be an active learner and to develop their employability skills

through judging their work (Sadler, 2010).
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In addition, following interviews with tutors regarding the findings of the study
showed that most tutors held a conservative view regarding the use of the EFC as a
tool to provide feedback. They outlined many reasons for this view. For example,
they claimed that the EFC was a time consuming tool and they argued, also, that
students did not care about feedback and they did not use it to improve their writing.

The following quotes provide some of these voices:

The research findings are interesting but the form is simply representing more
work load for academics. I do not want to do any extra work in feedback. I am
marking more than 200 scripts!

I have done mid-term exams, just two students out of 18 came to see me to ask
about my feedback for their marks. I asked them many times to come and see me;
none of them used my office hours. Maybe everything is clear for them! I want to
say that student’s do not using our feedback

This view was totally opposite to students’ points of view. Students who shared in this
study showed interest in receiving feedback from their tutors. They insisted that they
were looking not only for the marks but, also, for the feedback and they were very
interested in following up this feedback with actions to improve their writing. The
differences in the two perspectives return to missing communication ad dialogue
between tutors and students. Therefore, there is a need for a greater focus to help
student make sense of feedback (Evans, 2013). However, the relationship between
feedback and achieving certain goals is complex and a problem occurs when feedback

is not lead to achieving these goal (Hattie and Timperley, 2007).

The findings of this study support the argument that the EFC as interactive tool helps
students to understand the assessment criteria and be more involved in the assessment
process. This also related to the idea that when students share a commitment to
engage with feedback and to seek and receive it, this leads to achieving effective

performance and goals (Hattie and Timperley, 2007).

The study also supports the argument that the use of the EFC produces significantly
higher performance from students because students have a chance to self-assess their
work before submission (Wakefield et al, 2014). This finding supports the argument
that assessment and feedback can motivate and challenge the learner to develop their

skills (Nicole and Dick, 2006).
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10. Conclusion

This study investigated the use of the EFC as two way communication tool to engage
first year students with assignment feedback. In this action research, tutors and
students participated in the research. In addition, students’ commented-on the EFC

were collected and analysed in order to gain a better understanding of the findings.

The study confirmed that using a tool to engage students when they writing their
assignment helped them to read the provided feedback and to build up a dialogue
about it with the tutors. This also encourages students to take some specific actions
on how to improve their writing (for example, how to evaluate different arguments).
The findings of this study support the argument that students prefer an interactive tool

to understand the marking criteria and be more involved in the assessment process.

The findings of this study support further research in different areas such as the
effective use of self-assessment and peer assessment; and the use of on technology
based tools on engaging students with feedback. The findings indicate, also, that
future researches may impact on enhancing first year management students’ learning
and their level of confidence in higher education. It could be argued considerable
emphasis and research should be placed on students as partners and active agents in

the feedback process.

In sum, the use of the EFC as an initiative in this university helped tutors to revise
their teaching practices accordingly by encouraging students to evaluate their
performance based on the marking criteria. It also supported an introduction of study
skills sections for first year students to support their understanding to the marketing

criteria to their management assignment.
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