Sounds Good: Quicker, better assessment using audio feedback
Technical tips
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.
Here are some technical tips on using digital audio for feedback.
· A handheld digital audio recorder will probably be more convenient than using a microphone connected to a computer.

· If you’re buying a handheld recorder, make sure it:

· can record direct to MP3 (many can’t);

· has a USB port, for easy upload to a computer.

· Check that your students can receive audio files. They will need access to a computer equipped with a sound card, speakers or headphones, and suitable software (e.g. Windows Media Player or QuickTime). Other potential obstacles include: firewalls (blocking certain types of file or email attachments); file size limits; full email inboxes; spam filters.

· To avoid some of these obstacles, upload the audio files to a place from where they can be retrieved easily. Then send links, not the files, to students. Maybe your university’s virtual learning environment is not the best place to store audio feedback files.

· Try uploading a test file for each student before you attempt to give them real feedback. Ask for help if you meet problems you can’t solve.
· On the basis of this experience, give students further guidance (perhaps in writing) on how to receive and listen to audio feedback.

· Make sure your recordings are loud enough to be heard easily on a variety of equipment. The general advice is to set the recorder’s input level as high as possible without introducing distortion. Some experimentation may help.

· Make your audio files as small as possible, so they can be sent quickly and stored economically.

· Mono recording – giving files typically half the size of stereo – is likely to be adequate if only one person is speaking.
· MP3 is a very useful format: compact and widely-playable. An MP3 file is typically less than 10% of the size of a WAV file of similar quality and can be played on a broad range of devices, including the portable music players owned by many students.

· Aim for the minimum acceptable sound quality for the particular purpose. Speaking to an individual student will probably not require as high quality as feedback to a group or a podcast on a public website.

· 32kbps MP3 – which translates to about four minutes per megabyte – will probably be good enough for giving individual feedback to a student.

· Back up your files. Copy them all to at least one other device.
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