
	

	

 
The effect of instant verbal feedback on pupil learning.  
 
Sarah Morbey 

 
Rationale  
Through this enquiry my group sought to investigate the effect on pupil learning of instant 
verbal formative feedback during a task, as opposed to summative feedback provided on the 
completion of a task. Black and Wiliam (1998) state that “The giving of marks and the 
grading functions are over-emphasised, while the giving of useful advice and the learning 
function are under-emphasised.” This enquiry sought to investigate this viewpoint. The 
Scottish Government believe that formative assessment has an essential part to play in 
improving children’s attainment. They state that attainment improves when learners are given 
feedback about the quality of their work and suggestions for improvement. They also state 
that learners should be involved in the decision-making process for formative assessment to 
be effective. Scottish Government (2005)  
 
Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is understood as the 
difference between what a child can do alone and what they can do with the guidance of an 
adult or a more capable peer. Podolski (2012) Following this Wood, Bruner and Ross (2006) 
developed the theory of scaffolding. The process of the more capable adult or peer 
controlling or supporting elements of a task which are beyond the learner’s own capabilities 
to allow the learner to focus on aspects within the ZPD. As teachers we are acutely aware of 
the importance of daily scaffolding in aiding pupil progress. The group sought to scaffold 
pupil progress through the provision of verbal feedback during a task. Prior to this enquiry 
my group believed in the importance of pupils being encouraged to take ownership of their 
own learning. Through this research we sought to deliver verbal feedback in a way that is 
accessible to the child and provides them with input and autonomy to ensure that they do not 
remain passive participants in the assessment process.  
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to evaluate the success of instant verbal feedback as a formative 
assessment technique and the impact on teaching and learning in a classroom setting.  
 
Methodology  
This practitioner enquiry was carried out in a P.4/3 classroom over a period of four weeks. 
The enquiry involved a range of children of mixed abilities all working within first level. This 
research was carried out within literacy lessons in order to ensure progression and to 
accurately record the impact on teaching and learning. During one literacy session per week, 
instant verbal feedback was provided to a focus group of children through various formats. 
Feedback was delivered through teacher-led group discussion, one to one conversation with 
children, group learning walks and live jotter marking using pink and green highlighters to 
include a visual reminder of the discussion.   
 
Teacher observations and conversations with the children were transcribed to provide 
evidence of the children’s view of the feedback and the impact on the work in question. 
(Appendix A) Exit tickets were used to ascertain whether pupils had found the feedback to be 
helpful. Children were asked if the feedback given had helped them to complete their task 
and were required to select “yes”, “no” or “not sure”. The “not sure” option was included to 



	

	

take into account any pupils who may not have understood the exercise. Pupils who 
responded “yes” were asked to provide a specific example of how the feedback improved 
their work (Appendix B) Jotter work produced following verbal feedback was collated to 
establish whether the feedback given had been acted upon by the pupil. This was followed up 
in the following weeks to determine whether continued verbal reminders of each pupil’s 
feedback were effective. (Appendix C) A sample of work on the same task carried out before 
verbal feedback was introduced was examined to provide a comparison.  
 
Findings  
To ascertain whether pupils found the use of instant verbal feedback to be helpful they were 
provided with exit tickets to record their responses. Of the pupils asked, 70% said “yes” the 
feedback they were given helped them to complete their task. 25% of pupils said they were 
“not sure” and 5% said “no”. (Appendix D) These results show that most participants felt 
they had benefitted from the feedback provided and that this had helped them to complete 
their work. It is worth noting that through teacher observation pupils who had selected “yes” 
could not always provide a comment explaining how they had benefitted from the feedback.   
 
Jotter work gathered following instant verbal feedback provides evidence that pupils were 
able to self-edit and improve their work after receiving teacher advice. The same task was 
carried out the following week and at the beginning of the lesson pupils were verbally 
reminded of their feedback from the previous lesson. On examination of jotters it was found 
that if feedback was provided too early on in the lesson, it would not be effective as it was 
evident that most children did not act on the feedback. To provide a comparison jotters were 
examined on completion of a task carried out with no verbal feedback provided. These tasks  
were not completed to the same standard as work produced with instant verbal feedback.  
 
I carried out learning walks with the children to allow opportunities for instant verbal 
feedback from their peers as well as the teacher. A learning walk involves a group of children 
working on the same task walking around the class and looking at their peers' work so far. 
The children are encouraged to make comments on what they think their peers have done 
well and what they could improve on. This process is initially modelled by the teacher to 
provide an example of expectations. Through observation of the children during learning 
walks they were able to point out core targets for handwriting, punctuation and presentation. 
They required further teacher support to discuss whether the work on display was meeting the 
learning intention and to explain how the work achieved this. (Appendix A) Of all the forms 
of verbal feedback delivered to pupils the learning walk was the most successful in terms of 
pupil engagement and motivation. Pupils enjoyed the active element of walking around and 
liked receiving verbal feedback from each other. In some cases, they were able to apply this 
and make improvements to their own work.   
 
 
 
 
Conclusions  
 
Through the collation of exit tickets it has been found that a quarter of learners asked were 
“not sure” if the feedback had helped them to complete their task. This demonstrates that not 
all pupils may have understood the purpose of the exercise and were therefore unable to 
identify if the feedback had been helpful or not. Some pupils who answered that “yes” the 
feedback was helpful required further teacher support to provide a specific example of this. 



	

	

The evidence collated through exit tickets suggest that pupils did not always understand the 
purpose of verbal feedback. This would suggest that for instant verbal feedback to be 
effective, pupils must fully understand the purpose and formative nature of feedback. Pupils 
who identified the feedback as helpful but were unable to provide a specific example of how 
it had helped them to improve their work also require further support. 
 
Learning walks provided the most “yes” responses, this coupled with teacher observation 
shows this to be the most enjoyable for the pupils out of the techniques used. Pupil enjoyment 
alone is not an indication of pupil progress and jotter work examined following a learning 
walk provided inconsistent results. Some pupils had taken on board advice to improve the 
quality of their work and some pupils had not. The evidence suggests that pupils require 
further support and scaffolding to think beyond core targets when commenting on their peer’s 
work. When using peer feedback as a form of instant verbal feedback the teacher must be 
mindful of the pupil’s ability to provide high quality feedback. This approach was perhaps 
not appropriate for the aim of this enquiry.   
 
Evidence gathered through jotter work has shown that instant verbal feedback can be an 
effective tool to help pupils improve the quality of their work. However, when the same task 
was carried out and jotter work examined the following week pupils had not managed to act 
on previous verbal feedback even though a reminder of this was provided at the beginning of 
the lesson. Verbal feedback has been found to be the most effective when delivered during a 
task. For this reason and drawing on comparisons to work completed with no verbal 
feedback; instant verbal feedback as a formative assessment technique has been found to 
have a positive impact upon teaching and learning.  
 
 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
The findings and conclusion of this enquiry will inform changes to future practice. Continued 
use of the instant feedback strategies trialled throughout this enquiry and continued teacher 
modelling will be used to help to build on pupil understanding of the purpose and formative 
nature of instant verbal feedback. When peer evaluation is used as a form of instant feedback 
the teacher must take time to train pupils to ensure that they are able to provide high quality 
feedback to their peers. It has been shown through the evidence provided that instant verbal 
feedback can have a positive impact upon teaching and learning. Throughout future practice 
instant verbal feedback should be used as a formative assessment technique.   
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