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Rationale 

The Scottish Government (2009) believe that effective assessment in the classroom helps 
young people to understand how their skills are progressing.  Feedback is key to this 
assessment and allows learners to see the gap between their current and desired knowledge 
and how to take action to close the gap. (Harris, 2007).  As it plays such an important role in 
pupil development, it was decided to undertake an investigation into the different forms of 
feedback that can be used in the classroom. 

 

Aims  

The aim of this enquiry was to compare the use of verbal feedback in the classroom against 
the use of written feedback and observe the impact on pupil learning. 

 

Methodology 

The investigation was carried out with an S3 Computing Science class over a period of 2 
weeks.  In order to keep the research to a manageable scale, detailed observation was 
performed on a focus group of 6 pupils. These were chosen at random using an online name 
generator.  
 
To meet the aims of the enquiry, it was decided to provide written feedback for pupils in the 
first week and then provide verbal feedback in the second week. A comparison could then be 
made on the two different methods and their impact. In order to maintain consistency, the 
class were given a similar starter task of five questions on each visit, which provided a source 
for feedback. 
 
During each period of the first week, the starter task was issued and pupils were asked to 
complete it in their online class notebook. They were informed that their questions would be 
marked, and written feedback would be provided during their next lesson. At the start of each 
period, pupils were given time to read their feedback before attempting the new starter. 
Questions were deliberately formulated to revise topics that were troublesome on previous 
days. The point of this being to observe whether students used the feedback to improve next 
time. 
 
In the second week, the class were again set the same starter task, but this time verbal 
feedback was provided to each pupil directly after completing the questions. This was 
achieved by walking around the classroom, looking at each pupil’s answers and speaking to 
them individually.  Again, questions were intentionally used more than once to check for 
understanding following feedback. 
 
At the end of each week, pupils were asked to reflect on how confident they were on 
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achieving the learning outcomes for that week.  Each pupil provided a rating between 1 and 
5, where 1 was “not confident at all” and 5 was “very confident.”  In addition to this, pupils 
were issued with a questionnaire at the end of the enquiry, asking their opinion on which type 
of feedback they preferred and why. 
 

Findings  

Week 1 - Written feedback 
 
From initial observations in the first week, it could be seen that pupils made an effort to read 
the written feedback from the day before, without prompting.  The majority were able to use 
the comments provided to aid their learning in the next period.  However, there were a few 
students who were unable to put the written advice into practice. 
 
During whole class discussion, pupils from the focus group were selected to answer 
questions.  The purpose of this was to observe whether they had taken on board specific 
written feedback from previous days.  There was a mixed response to this, with 4 pupils 
answering correctly and 2 replying with “I don’t know” 
 
Week 2 - Verbal feedback 
 
In the second week, students were provided with verbal feedback directly after finishing their 
starter task.  In general, they appeared engaged in the conversation and understood the 
pointers given to them.  Again, pupils from the focus group were observed during 
questioning.  The result was similar to the previous week, with 4 of the pupils being able to 
give good explanations as a result of feedback.  Interestingly the same 2 pupils struggled to 
answer their question with replies such as “I’m not sure.” 
 
Comparison 
 
To compare the impact on pupil learning, a weekly average mark was calculated (for each 
student in the focus group) based on their performance in each starter task.  Figure 1 shows 
that the majority of pupils achieved the same results, or better, during Week 2 when verbal 
feedback was used.  Pupil 1 was the only person to achieve a lower score than the previous 
week. 
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Finally, the class were issued with a questionnaire asking which type of feedback they 
preferred.  Figure 2 shows that 60% of the class preferred verbal over written feedback and 
believed it aids their understanding in class.  Some of the comments made about verbal 
feedback included “I prefer to hear it from you because I can ask you about things I don’t 
understand” and “When you hear it, it sticks in your head”.  In comparison, comments about 
written feedback included “I like to see an actual mark on paper” and “I prefer the writing as 
I can look back it at when I want to” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

The findings of this enquiry suggest that the use of verbal feedback has a slightly bigger 
impact on pupil learning in comparison to the use of written feedback.  Pupils themselves 
preferred verbal feedback and believed it had a positive impact on their achievements in 
class.  However, this was a very small-scale enquiry with many additional factors that have 
not been taken into consideration.  Two of the pupils from the focus group have additional 
support needs and use differentiated material in class.  Therefore, they may have struggled 
with the content itself rather than with the feedback provided to them.  Additionally, those 
pupils who were unable to answer during class discussion, may just not be confident in 
answering out loud.  Finally, the level of difficulty in class work may vary from one week to 
another, so it is difficult to make comparisons in those cases.  

 

Implications for future practice 

The investigation has shown that students were open to both methods of feedback.  I will 
continue to use a mixture of both types in order that things don’t become repetitive.  One 
limitation of using verbal feedback for a full class is the time constraints in doing so whilst 
the rest of the class are waiting.  During the enquiry the feedback was given directly after the 
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task, so it was fresh in the pupils’ minds, however it may be pertinent to spread this out over 
the period whilst the rest of the class continue with different tasks.  
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