Sounds Good: Quicker, better assessment using audio feedback
Giving audio feedback

The Sounds Good project (www.soundsgood.org.uk) has been exploring the use of digital audio to give students feedback on their assessed coursework. A key issue has been to find out whether assessors can save time – without cutting corners on the quantity and quality of feedback – by audio-recording comments rather than writing them. Yes they can, in some circumstances. See ‘Saving time without cutting corners’ for more information on this.
But how to give good audio feedback? Here is some ‘practice wisdom’ which has emerged from the project.

· Before you start recording audio feedback, decide whether a mark is to be included. If it is ‘summative’, i.e. for credit, a mark will be required at some stage. However, some assessors prefer to withhold the mark from audio feedback, for at least two reasons. First, it can involve the student more if they are required to listen to the feedback and then, separately, receive their mark. Second, moderation of marks may be easier if they are kept out of the audio recording.

· Keep the files short – don’t ‘overdo it’. Too much guidance or feedback can be counterproductive. More detail may be appropriate and acceptable in postgraduate work, or with undergraduate assignments which have failed.
You will have, or be developing, your own style of feedback. Even so, you may be interested in mine. Here is an outline of my most recent practice when commenting on a typical essay or report via an MP3 recording.
· Have the assignment details and assessment criteria with me.

· Read the assignment, making written comments on it as I go along. If it’s on paper, I jot things in the margin. If it’s in an electronic format (e.g. Word), I use the ‘Track changes’ facility to annotate the document.

· Read it again, more quickly this time, perhaps making a few more comments along the way.

· Jot down (on scrap paper) the main summary points I wish to make. (See below for a general structure.)

· Start the MP3 recorder.

· Build the feedback in chunks, making frequent use of the pause button.

· Don’t bother to erase and re-record ‘misspeaks’; just correct them immediately, as in conversation.

· When complete, review the recording. I want mine to be clear and easy to follow. Also, I’m aiming to come across as approachable, definitely not pompous or overbearing.

The general structure is usually along the lines of:
· Introduce myself to the student in a friendly manner.
· Say which assignment I’m giving feedback on.
· Outline the main elements of the comments which I’ll be giving (see below).
· Work steadily through the assignment, amplifying and explaining notes I’ve put in the margins and, especially at the end, making more general points.
· Refer to the assessment criteria.
· Explain my thought processes as I move towards allocating a mark.
· Give the mark.
· Offer a few (reasonably attainable) suggestions for improvement, even if the work is excellent.
· Invite comments back from the student, including on the method of giving feedback.
· Round things off in a friendly way.

For a typical undergraduate assignment, I usually try to keep the length under five minutes. It might be more if detailed comments are expected or needed.
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