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Rational 

Assessment, whether it be formative or summative, is a vital part of education. As a consequence of 
this pupils must receive feedback to evaluate their level of understanding of content that has been 
assessed. This feedback can either be delivered in a verbal or written format. It has been established 
that receiving positive verbal contact can lead to improved motivation and confidence in learners 
(Dweck, 2007). The challenge for teachers is making sure that this feedback is always constructive 
and positive manner which can boost the confidence of the young person. Alan McLean inferred that 
the majority of pupil motivation comes from themselves and that their level of confidence is linked to 
their motivation to succeed (Mclean, 2003). This raises the question of how important positive verbal 
feedback can be on the learning of pupils.    

 

Aim 

The aim of this enquiry was to evaluate how verbal feedback, through 1 to 1 conversations, influences 
the confidence of an S.3 class in the classroom. More specifically the enquiry looked at how 
comfortable pupils were asking for help during class and if asking for help more often improved their 
understanding of course material.   

 

Methodology 

This investigation ran over the course of four weeks and involved and S3 class. The class comprises 
of 19 pupils (13 males and 6 females) of varying ability. During the course of the enquiry the pupils 
received verbal feedback on almost all of the work that was completed.  

Various methods were used to evaluate how effective the change in communication was in helping the 
pupils become more confident.  

Throughout the first week of the investigation pupils were spoken to individually to discuss how 
likely they were to contribute answers to class discussions or ask for help with anything they were 
struggling with. This was done to gauge the initial level of confidence of the pupils in the class so that 
by the end of the four weeks it was easy to establish how pupils developed. During these conversation 
pupils were asked four questions with the answers being recorded on the table shown in figure 1.  

During the enquiry pupils received a reduced amount of written feedback on the work they were 
completing, this allowed time to discuss their progress with them and focus on targeting key areas that 
may need development. Throughout the second week the class attitudes and behaviour were 
monitored to evaluate how they were responding to this new approach to the feedback. Throughout 
the third week the pupils took part in a series of class discussions centred on Newton’s Laws. The 
intention of this was to gauge how the class felt about speaking in front of each other and allowed for 
them to share their knowledge with each other.  



	

Finally the pupils were given a blank copy of the questionnaire that had been filled in by the class 
teacher following the week one conversations. Pupils were asked to complete this questionnaire again 
to compare to how they felt at the beginning of the enquiry.  

 

 Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Neither agree 
or disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

I am confident with 
the course so far. 

     

I take part in class 
discussions as 
much as I can. 

     

I am happy to ask 
for help if I am 
struggling with 
something. 

     

I prefer to have a 
conversation about 
my work rather 
than a written 
comment. 

     

 Figure 1 (template of pupil questionnaire) 

  

Findings 

 

The overwhelming evidence gathered from the learning conversations was that every pupil was, to 
some extent, worried about asking questions that might make them stand out from the class. In fact, 
with the exception of three pupils who require additional challenge, no pupil said that they strongly 
agreed with any of the statements in the questionnaires. Figures 2-4 show how pupils responded to the 
questionnaire in week one and then again in week four. Pupils’ opinions on question 4 were not 
presented graphically as pupils were unanimous in their opinion that they preferred feedback to be 
verbal rather than in a written format both before and after the enquiry.   

Evidence shows that the increased level of verbal feedback had a significant effect on the willingness 
to ask for help in the classroom with many reporting that they felt more comfortable as everyone was 
being spoken to throughout the lesson and they didn’t like they were standing out when they were 
getting help. However, the responses don’t show the fact that pupils were also making a conscious 
effort to ask for help outside of class time as well, this is something that was not regularly happening 
before the enquiry started.  

 

Throughout the four week period the behaviour and interactions was closely monitored. There was a 
particular focus on how the pupils interacted during group and class discussions. Before the enquiry 
began it was clear that a proportion of the class were not confident enough to contribute answers to 
class discussions without being prompted. In most cases this did change throughout the course of the 
four weeks however some of the pupils did indicate they still did not like speaking out in front of the 



	

entire class.  It should also be noted that most pupils did still harbour some reservations about 
volunteering answers even though they did feel more confident about their contributions.  

The final point worth noting is that every pupil, that wasn’t already reporting that they were confident 
with the course content that had been covered, stated that they had improved their understanding of 
the course and was much more comfortable than they had been before.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

The primary outcome of this enquiry is that pupils preferred receiving verbal feedback far more than 
receiving written feedback as evidenced by the results of Question 4 in the questionnaire. The 
evidence also shows that when pupils receive verbal feedback on their work then they are far more 
likely to ask for help with if they were to be struggling with course content. This suggests that they 
had become more comfortable in requesting help in front of their peers possibly because the fact that 
pupils were spoken to regularly allowed people with questions to blend in more. 

 

The increase of verbal feedback has had an effect on how some pupils contributed to class discussions 
with many pupils intimating that they were more confident in speaking out in class. However some 

Fig.	2	comparison	of	responses	to	question	
1	regarding	the	understanding	of	the	
course	before	and	after	the	enquiry.	

Fig.	3	Comparison	of	responses	for	question	2	
regarding	speaking	during	class	discussions.	

Fig.	4	Comparison	of	responses	to	
question	3	regarding	the	willingness	of	
pupils	to	ask	for	help	in	the	classroom.	



	

pupils were still hesitant to volunteer answers or opinions to the class due to the fact that they weren’t 
confident in their answers.  

 

Implications for future practice 

Engaging in verbal feedback has clear benefits when it comes to boosting the confidence of pupils 
within the classroom. This enquiry has focused on a small sample of pupils over a short period of 
time. If the enquiry was to be more in depth and run for longer then it may be possible to build the 
confidence of pupils to the point where all pupils were completely confident in contributing to class 
discussion while also making sure pupils are all comfortable asking for help should they need it.  
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