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INTRODUCT ION

The premise of this paper is that systematic study of
selected characteristics of feedback communicated in a range of
settings, and the effect that these characteristics have, can
teach us as much about how to provide feedback as can reading
nthers' advice about how we should provide feedback. Thus, the
purpose of this paper is to identify and categorize four selec-
ted characteristics of feedback and show how we can study their
effects; the purpose is nol Lo prescribe ways Lo giving feed-
back. Once the characteristics are identified, understood
¢learly and placed in cateqories, they become variables that
can he consciously controlled. By observing the effect these
variables have, we can begin to manipulate them so the feedback
we provide has the effect we desire.

TDENTTFYTNG FEFDRACK

Before the characteristics are identified, however, an
understanding of Lhe term feadback must be established. In
dictivnaries published twenty years aqo, "feedback" was definad
only in relationship to the field of electronics. Today,
though the term is used in many fields, ils early meaning in
relationship to electronics is retained. Just as electronic
waves that returned to the source of transmission to confirm
the accuracy of the transmission or adjust it were labelled
"feedback” in early definitions, so communications that are
made with the intention of confirming the accuracy of previous
communications or of causing adjustments of them can be con-
sidered feedback. This definition makes no reference to a
classroom because feedback occurs in a range of settings; it
is not limited to classrooms. A number of excerpts are pre-




sented below to illustrate this definition. Insights into how
we can manipulate characteristics of feedback in ourown teach-
ing and see the effect of the manipulation can come from Took-
ing at feedback in a range of classrooms.

MANIPULATING CHARACTERISTICS OF FFEDRACK
AND KOTING THEIR EFFECTS

Four Characteristics of Feedback

1. THE SQURCE

The first characteristic to identify in communications that
provide feedback is the source of the communications: Who or
what communicates? This characteristic is so obvious that it
is often overlooked, but it is important.

As teachers, we usually think of ourselves or our students
as sources of feedback. However, we get feedback from things

as well as people, as the underlined communications in these
excerpts illustrate.

Excerpt 1: A Dirt Road

1. (A g;r] is riding a bike with one hand on each handle-
bar.

2. (The girl takes her right hand off the handlebar.)

3. (The bike begins to fall to the right.)

&, (The girl shifts her weight to the left based on feed-
back from the bike.)

Excerpt 2: The Races
1. Well, that was sure a great race, Jim.

2. It sure was.

3. (Jim begins to put his friend's bincculars into the
case.)

4. (The binoculars push against the case so they cannot
enter,




(Jim begins to take the binoculars out and turn them
around based on the feedback from the case,)

They go in the other way, Jim.
Excerpt 3: The Cafeteria

(A man grasps the black handie on the hot water tap
with his right hand and holds cup under the tap with
his Teft hand and pulls the handle down.)

(The tap produces a surge of very hot water that
splashes on his hand.)

(He starts pulling the handle down slowly, based on
the feedback from the water. At the same time his
wife makes this comment.)

You have to pull it down slowly.

Excerpt 4: The Tennis Court

(Serves a ball Lhal Lhe lines on the court show is out
of_bounds. )

Ideally, you want to throw more to the left.

(Serves another ball that the lines show is out of
bounds. )

That was a Tittle too far in front.

(Serves another ball that the lines show is in.)

Not too bad.

............................

That was good! (Pats the player on the back.)

(Serves another ball that the lines show is in but the
net shows is a bit high.)

(Player grimaces.)




11. That one was loo high.
12. Am I bending too much?

13. No. Bending doesn't have much to do with serving.
The grip and relaxation are important though.

Excerpt 5: The Piano
1. (Playing a tune.)

2. (Strikes_a wrong note. The sound and the position both
indicate it is wrong.)

3. (Replays the measure correctly.)

4. (strikes three wrong notes. The sound and position
both indicale Lhe crror.

{Tuter hits player on knuckles with ruler and plays
the measure correctly.)

S}

6. (Ihe player replays the measure correctly and continues
the piece.

/. (Ihe player strikes a wrong note. The sound and posi-
tion indicale the error.

8. (The player replays the measure correctly.)
9. (As he does so, Lhe tutor raises the ruler.)

10. (The player quickly takes his hands from the keyboard
and puts them on his lap.)

In all these excerpts except the first, a person playing
the role of the teacher augments the feedback provided by
things. Whether the feedback provided by these conments aided
the performances or whether the performers would have completed
their tasks as well without them is impossible to say hecause
we cannol alter the sources systematically and compare the ef-
fects they each have. The excerpts are frozen in print and can-
not be manipulated. Of course, we each have our preferences.
Some of us get nervous when we are doing something on our own
and another person comments about what we already know from the




feedback we are getting from the material we are working with.
We may say "I know®™ after an onlooker makes a commenl such as
"It goes in the other way" or "You have to pull it down more
slowly" or "That was a Tittle too far in front" as we are al-
tering our actions based on feedback we have zlready received
from materials we are using. But we cannot just base what we
do in our classrooms on our personal preferences. We need Lo
base what we do on evidence. To compare the effect of feedback
from a teacher, from a student, from a student playing the role
of a teacher, from materials, or from a combination of these
:ariables, we must manipulate the variables and note their ef-
ects.

Here are a few suggestions for manipulating the variable
we are calling the source of feedback. From a distance, ob-
serve individual students doing puzzles, correcting their work,
reading silently on their own, answering questions in a work-
book with a key in it, or other activities in which the materi-
als provide the feedback. Count the number of times they seem
to make errors and false starts, the number of times they ad-
Just their work based on feedback from the pieces of the puzzle
or the printed words in the materials, and count the number of
times they give feedback to themselves with comments such as
"Oh, darn" or "Got it" or with gestures such as the snapping
of fingers or a smile or a grimace. Then, stand next to indi-
vidual students and peer over their shoulders as they perform
the same activities, Make comments such as "That piece is too
big". "our questions are coming along fine." "You didn't num-
ber all the answers." Act the same way the perscn did at the
races when Jim was putting the binoculars in the case in Excerpl
2 and the same way the wife did when her husband opened the tap
too quickly in the cafeteria in Excerpt 3. See if the number
of errors, false starts, self-adjustments, and self-feedback
are greater or fewer when you are close than when you stood at
a distance and allowed the materials themselves to provide the
feedback. Finally, ask students to work in teams of two, as-
signing one to the role of teacher. As the student playing the
role of a teacher provides fesdback, note the same effects you
did for the other conditions and compare them.

The effects of such comparisons may vary from activity to
activity and from student to student. A piece of jigsaw puzzle
that does not fit may provide clearer feedback than a printed
work that is misread. Some students may feel the need for 2
teacher t0 he close, making comments. ({Llhers may reject a




teacher's comments but welcome those of their peers; still
others will resent peer feedback. The point is not that one
can prove that one source is always better than another. The
point is that looking systematically at the effects of varying
the sources of feedback will have at least two outcomes. First,
you will begin to see which sources are most helpful to differ-
ent students, Second, you will be able to manipulate the
sources. Unless the sources are varied, you cannot sece what the
effect of each is, and you must base your feedback on whim,
habit or prescription rather than on its observed effects., It
is easy to forget that sources other than the teacher can pro-
vide feedback. VYet, if we keep in mind that learners on their
own do balance bikes, get binoculars into cases, serve them-
selves drinks from taps that produce surging water, and alter
their tennis game and piano playing by making use of feedback
from sources other than a teacher, we may be more willing to
step out of the role of sole provider of feedback. If we con-
sider that in addition to the materials our students work with,
each individual student is also a separate source of feedback,
it means that in addition to the many sources of feedback pro-
vided by the materials we use, there are as many potential
sources of feedback in our classes as there are students.

2. THE MEDIUM

The fact that materials can be the source of feedback re-
minds us that mediums other than our own speech can communicate
feedback. If you go back and scan the excerpts and make a list
of the types of mediums other than speech that provided feed-
back with examples of each, you will have a Tist that looks
something 1ike this one.

Types of Mediums and Examples of Each
(from Excerpts)

objects: 1. (Leaning bike.) 2. (Binocular case.)
3. (Hot water.)
noise: 5. (Wrong note.)
gesture: 4. (Player grimaces.)
gesture
& object: 5. (Raises ruler.)
visuals: 4. (Lines on the tennis court.)
touching: 4. (Pats player on back.)




In our daily life, we receive feedback from many other
mediums as well. While we are driving, others honk at us and
may shout as well, telling us with words we are in the wrong
lane and with the tone of their voice that we are stupid, or,
at least, lousy drivers. Though we may observe babies more
than adults crying or laughing to give feedback to those caring
for them or playing with them, we all provide others with feed-
back through our emotions. Often, the mediums of touch and
distance accompany the mediums of emotion. A touch sometimes
quiets crying and moving closer or farther from a person can
Tiven laughter of both babies and adults.

To be able to manipulate the large number of specific
mediums available to us for providing feedback, the mediums
need to be categorized. In the case of two types of mediums,
the popular Jabels are sufficient. Thus, words and indivudal
letters or sounds, whether written, transcribed in phonetic
script or spoken, as well as intonation, stress and marks of
punctuation, can be labelled linguistic. And the label para-
linquistic can be applied to body language such as gestures,

stance, touch and movement as well as tone of voice and emo-
tions such as crying or laughing. However, the label usually
used to classify pictures, objects, diagrams, sketches and
music or noise, audic visual aids, is not adequate. I do not
consider these mediums as merely aids, but rather integral
parts of communication Lhat are part of a total system of me-
diums we use to communicate., To show that this category of
mediums is a part of the same grouping as linguistic and para-
linguistic mediums, 1 label them non-linguistic. Since feed-
back can also be communicated by dcing nothing, a fourth major
category is needed; I label it silence, and it means the ab-
sence of linguistic, non-linguistic or para-linguistic mediums.

Within the three linguistic categories, the mediums can be
communicated so that they appeal primarily to the ear, to the
eyes or to neither of these. Those mediums such as spoken
words, noise, music, tone of voice or crying that appeal to the
ears are placed in the sub-category aural. Those that appeal

to the eyes such as printed words, objects and pictures and
sketches or gestures are placed in the sub-category visual.
Those Lhal we can still perceive even if our eyes are covered
and our ears plugged such as Braille, temperature and smell or
distance and touch, are labelled other.




Rearranging the mediums observed in the excerpts and a few
nthers from our own experience in these categories, and think-
ing of them as items in the second column of a two-slot sub-
stitution table with the source filling the first column, the
result is Table 1 {on page 9 ). Table 1 is 1ike a substitution
table in that any item in Column 1 can combine with any item in
Column 2. Table 1 is different from a substitution table in
that any item in each column can also combine with any other
item in the same column.

Without systematic observation of the effects of different
mediums, one cannot argue that some mediums should always be
used and some avoided. The prescription that students should
only hear words and never see them written was made by those
who did not systematically study the effects of different me-
diums in a range of settings. Go to ticket windows at large
railrecad stations and cbserve how many times most passengers
repeat their destinations to the clerks. Then, go up to the
same clerks with your destination written on a small card.
Compare the time it takes you to get your ticket with others
who depend only on spoken words--linguistic aural mediums in
this calegorization. One factor that interferes with the oral
requests is the noise in the station--non-linguistic aural me-
diums. But to some non-native speakers, sounds that are lin-
guistic to native speakers are simply noise and belong in the
category non-linguistic aural.

When T go to a hotel where my reservation has been made by
someone clse, this is the sequence of communications that usu-
ally occurs.

Clerk: Can I help you?
Customer: Yes, thank you. Do you have a reservation for
Fanselow?
Clerk: Sanselow? Let me check. I'm sorry; we have
nothing Tisted.
Customer: Fanselow. (With emphasis the first sound.)
Clerk: TChecks again still under "S"). Sorry, not
Tisted.
Customer: (Writes an "F" on a card.)
Clerk: Oh, Fanselow. ({Checks under the "F's.") Room
304.

T might also say “That's 'F' as in 'Fred' not 'S' as in
'Sam.*" This is more effective than stressing the initial




Med1ums
Column 1 Column 2
Source: Medium:
What or who What medium
communicates?| is used to
communicate?
LINGUISTIC
TEACHER aural
visual
other
NON-LINGUISTIC
STUDENT aural
visual
other
PARA-LINGUISTIC
STUDENT
IN ROLE aural
OF
TEACHER visual
other
OTHER
SILENCE

(Examples of Categories of
Mediums)

(spoken words, sounds, stress,
intonation)

(written or transcribed words,
punctuation)

(Braille, words in color)

(music, clapping, whistle, bell,
noise)

(objects, pictures, sketches,
diagrams)

(smell, temperature)

(tone of voice, emotion, volume
of voice)

{(gestures, smiling, body move-
ments)

(distance, touch)

CAPTTALS indicate major categories.
Others are sub-categories.
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sound; I stress the "F" only to keep reminding myself of how
ineffective such a use of the medium of stress is! But the
point is not that clerks do not understand English or that I
am unclear. The point is that using only the same medium (the
one the clerk is having difficulty with)is not usually as ef-
fective as varying the mediums oy using a different sub-cate-
gory of the linguistic mediums, switching from aural to visual.
Even switching from one area of linguistic aural--from speech
to speech plus stress--does not have the same impact as switch-
ing from linguistic aural to linguistic visual. Giving a word
that begins with the letter keeps the mediums constant but
changes another variable of feedback which is presented below,
the content. When I simply repeat the letter I am staying
within the saiwe sub-category of language; when J give an example
of the sound by stating a word I combine lwo sub-categories of
the Tanguage, the meaning system and the sound system.

To start discovering the extent to which my observations
of the effects of different mediums outside of classrooms apply
to your classroom, try these manipulations of mediums. After
errors in oral work, provide the model only in speech--lin-
guistic aural--for a number of class periods, and see how many
tries are needed by students to produce the correct responses.
Then, taking 2 cue from observations of customers and clerks
in the world outside of the classroom, for a number of class
periods, provide the model after errors only in writing--lin-
guistic visual--and see how many tries are needed by students
to produce the correct responses. Then, try daing nothing--
communicating with the medium of silence--and see the effect.
Do more students chime in with the correct models to augment
your feedback when you provide Lhe answer to the erring stu-
dent in speech (linguistic aural), in writing on the black-
board (linguistic visual), or when you do not present it at all
(silence)? If your criteria for effectiveness include keeping
other students from giving the answers and getting the student
with the error to give the correct form with the fewest number
of tries, you will select one medium. If your criteria are
different, you will select a different medium perhaps.

You need not 1imit your manipulation and observation of
the effect of different mediums to feedback you provide to the
students’ linguistic performances. Performances of a procedural
type can be provided with feedback communicated in different
mediums as well. After your students clean up their desks, use
words such as "Thank you, good job" for a few days. Then,
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switch from linguistic aural mediums to para-linguistic other
mediums; hug them or shake their hands or pat them on the
shoulder. What effect does the use of each medium have on the
speed with which they clean up? Which mediums are used when
the cleanup seems particularly well done? Once you establish
your criteria for success, you can see the degree to which dif-
ferent mediums contribute to the achievement of success.

When students are noisy, shout at them; that is, combine
the Tinguistic aural medium of speech and the para-linguistic
aural medium of emotion, shown by the tone of voice. At other
times, communicate your feedback by gently ringing a bell, thus
using 2 non-Tinguistic aural medium. Recall the effect a gen-
tle honking of a horn has on you in contrast to a loud, vigor-
ous honking! 0Or, try the non-linguistic aural medium of music;
it puts babies to sleep. You could also try para-linquistic
other, hitting, together with non-linguistic visual, a paddie.
The Supreme Court ruled in May of 1977 that teachers can use
paddles on students for misbehavior. Though I doubt that the
judges studied the effects different mediums had in providing
feedback, they did by the ruling allow you to manipulate the
mediums involved in paddling. If you are inclined different-
1y, try silence and still another time try a para-linguistic
other medium such as distance; move closer to the students
making the most noise. As always, in a spirit of inquiry, see
what effect each has.

As you begin to manipulate the categories and sub-categories
of mediums and observe the effects they have, you can combine
them with different items in Column 1 of the substitution table,
the source of the feedback. Put a student in charge of clean-
up behavior. See the effect a gentle ringing of the bell has
when a student rings it. In many countries where English is
taught, student prefects are the source of all feedback relat-
ing to procedure and social behavior in the classroom.

3. THE USE

Important as the source and medium of the feedback are,
looking only at these two characteristics is not enough. The
way the mediums are used to communicate is also important.
After an oral error you can shake your head sideways, thus
using a gesture to indicale that the response is incorrect.
Or, vou can use each finger on one hand to indicate each word
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in the sentence and then point to the finger that represents
the word with the error, thus locating the error but not expli-
citly indicating the performance is incorrect. The label for
these uses of a medium is characterize. Performances can be
characterized in two ways, by evaluating explicitly, as in the
first instance, or by communicating information about where the
error is as in the second instance. Here are some other exam-
ples of mediums used to characterize performances by evaluating
them. These are all from the excerpts: 2. “Well, that was a
great race, Jim." 4. "Not too bad' that was good.:" (Pats
player on back; player grimaces.) 5. (Tutor hits player on
knuckles with a ruler.) Of course, as these examples show,
evaluations may be positive or negative.

Here are some cxamples of mediums used to characterize
performances by providing information about performances. They
are also from the excerpts: 2. “They go in the other way,
Jim.”™ 3. "You have to pull it down slower."” 4. "Ideally,
you want to throw more to the left; that was a little too far in
front; that one was too high.” Using mediums to indicate items
are the same or different from what is expected, using labels
such as noun, verb or voiced sound and indicating what the cor-
rect answer should be by giving the first or last letter of it
or providing the number of syllabies in it are other ways we
can characterize performances by providing information.

Another way mediums can be used in communicating feedback
is to provide information directly or give the answer. Here
are some examples of this use of mediums from the excerpts: 1.
(The bike begins to fall to the right.) 3. (The tap produces
2 surge of very hot water.) &. (Lines on the tennis court are
used to determine whether the ball is in or out.) 5. (Wrong
note struck by the player and correct notes played by the piano
teacher.) My writing "F" on a card for the hotel clerk is
another example of this use. In all of these examples, perfor-
mances are not characterized, but answers are given or direct
information is presented; mediums present themselves so to
speak, and the performer has to see himself the degree to which
the mediums presented and his are the same. Thus, we say me-
diums in this category are used to present contenl.

When the tennis player in Excerpt 4 asks, "Am I bending
too much?", the coach first says "No." He characterizes the
information in the guestion by evaluating it, indicating with
speech that the hypothesis presented about bending is not cor-
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rect. Then, he gives an explanation: "Bending doesn't have
much to do with serving. The grip and relaxation are important
though." When mediums are used to relate facts or ideas in
this way or state rules or generalization, they are put in the
- category of use called relate.

In an exchange such as (a) "Where did you buy those gloves?"
(b) "At Sears.” (c) "You bought them at Sears." item (b) is ex-
pnded in item (c). Expanding, rephrasing or even repeating
previous communications exactly are all categorized as re-pre-
sent.

When mediums are not used in any of these four major ways
{to characterize, present, re-present, or relate) but the per-
former is simply given another chance to respond, that is, when
there is an absence of any active use of mediums, and we are
‘only one person waiting for another to respond again, we label
‘the waiting attend.

8. THE CONTENT

- The content of the feedback is also important. If I ask a
zstudent how many sisters he has because I want to know and he
‘replies "Four," and I say “Very good,” I am commenting on a
- personal aspect of the student's life and so the feedback con-
%tut would be labelled life. 1In the tennis lesson, some com-
ts were person: "Not too bad; that was good.™ The content
cf these would be Tabelled life. Likewise, in the piano lessen,
the tutor hit the knuckles of the player after wrong notes
been played, the content of the feedback would be labelled
‘hf Though we cannot know for sure that the personal feelings
e'lther the tutor or player were involved in the knuckle epi-
: » we would still code the content of the feedback as Iife.
v The comments, "The binpculars go in the other way," or
~ "You have to pull it down more slowly," are simply procedural
comments, which, together with feedback related to classroom
inistrative routine or classroom behavior are put in the

¢ gory called procedure.

5 When language or academic areas or skills are being taught
‘and feedback refers to these areas, the content of the feedback
s subject matter. There are two sub-categories of subject mat-
ter: language and other. When I write an "F" on a card or say
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"F" as in "Fred" not "S" as in "Sam" to hotel clerks, I am pro-
viding linguistic information. When feedback contains informa-
tion about the meaning, pronunciation, grammar, usage, function
or mechanics of language, the content of the feedback is the
sub-category of subject matter labelled language. If I ask a
student how many sisters he has to practice the numbers and he
replies "Four," and I say "Very good,” I am commenting on the
Tinguistic content of the response and so the feedback content
would also be labelled language. In the tennis lesson, as in
other skill or academic areas, comments such as, “"That was a
little too far in front,"” and "That one was teo high," would
be coded in the sub-category of subject matfer called other.

Under each major category (life, procedure, subject matter)
sub-categories can be used. Under the sub-category of language,
if the feedback concerns pronunciation rather than meaning or
grammar, then these labels can be used to specify these parti-
cular areas of the sub-category language. Likewise, under the
category procedure, separate areas are noted. Comments about
how to open and close books and care for them would be in a
different area from comments about the misbehavior of students.

When it is not possible to determine either a sub-category
or specific area within a sub-category, either because the
feedback is ambiguous or because the feedback refers to more
than one major category, the Tabel unspecified is used.

Combinations of the Four Characteriscics

Our substitution Table 2 (on page 15) now has four columns,
one Tor each characteristic of feedback that has been presented:
(1) the source {2) the medium used {3) the way the medium is
used (2) the content communicated.

Though the number of variables in each column in Table 2
is very small, never more than five major categories, the num-
ber of combinations of Lhe items in each column with items in
Lhe other columns is extremely large. One is reminded of what
the Italians are able to do with the basics of their cooking:
pasta, tomatoes, cheese, meat and a few spices. Looking at
pizza, lasagne, ravioli, and spaghetti, which appear so dif-
ferent, it is easy to forget that they all represent simply
different combinations of the same basic elements. Though now
there are recipes available to produce pizza and spaghetti,
they were not always available, simply being handed down from
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TABLE 2: Four Characteristics of Feedback and Their Categories
Column 1 Column 2 Column 3 Column &
Source Medium : b Use | .. Content
LINGUISTIC LIFE
TEACHER aural ATTEND
visual
other PROCEDURE
NON-LINCUISTIC
STUDENT aural CHARACTERIZE
visual evaluate +/- SUBJECT MATTER
’ other inform about language systems
other
PARA-LINGUISTIC
STUDENT aural PRESENT
IN ROLE
QF visual
TEACHER
other
RELATE
BHER STLENCE UNSPECTFIED
RE-PRESENT

CAPITALS indicate major categories.
Others are sub-categories.
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on high. They had to be developed by combining the basic ele-
ments in different ways and observing the results. To develop
"recipes" for feedback, the same process is necessary. The
basic elements have to be combined in different ways and the
results they produce have to be studied.

Selecting and Coding Communications That
Provide geeEESER

One first step in the development of a recipe, once the
ingredients have been identified, is to measure the amount of
each ingredient now being used. Audio or video tapes or 2
friend interested in observing can provide aid in this type of
measurement. Though the audio recording is obviously best for
aural mediums such as words, noise or tone of voice, the sound
of the chalk on the blackboard as we write can remind us Lhat
we used 1inguistic visual mediums even though the audio record-
ing cannot pick up the words on the board themselves. Comments
such as "Look at this," on an audio tape signal our use of non-
linguistic visual mediums such as pictures or objects. Ges-
tures, we can ask a student or a friend to note if a video re-
corder is not available.

If we assume that teaching is a patterned behavior, brief
excerpts from lessons will provide reasonably accurate samples
of these patterns. Though tapes of entire lessons might pro-
vide a slightly more accurate measurement of our patterns of
feedback, the time needed to describe entire Tessons is some-
times more than we have available. Rather than being over-
whelmed with the task of describing entire lessons, it is eas-
ier to take some samples for observation. After all, a few
drops rather than eight pints can be used to measure certain
variables in our blood, so a few excerpts of communications
that provide feedback can be used in a similar way.

Coding Communications That Provide Feedback

If you find in your initial sampling that one way you pro-
vide feedback a good part of the time is to say the sample you
asked the student to say both after he says it correctly and
incorrectly and when he cannot say it at all, the coding of
this feedback would look Tike this:

Source Medium Use Content

TEACHER LINGUISTIC AREA PRESENT UNSPECIFIED




IF you find that students too provide the correct answer both
tn the student being called on does not respond and after

and incorrect responses, the coding will be the same

IS yours except for one substitution in the first column.

LINGUISTIC AURAL PRESENT UNSPECIFIED

If you find Lhat another way you provide feedback is to
¥ “VWery good" or smile after student responses, the feedback
Id be coded 1ike this:

LINGUISTIC AURAL CHARACTERIZE
EVALUATE +
or UNSPECIFIED

PARA-LINGUISTIC VISUAL CHARACTERIZE
EVALUATE +

If you provide the response and say “Very good" after the per-
formances, then of course the pattern would simply be a combi-
pation of these and look like this:

PRESENT
TEACHER LINGUISTIC AURAL and UNSPECIFIED

CHARACTERIZL
CVALUATE +

The reason the content is coded unspecified in these exam-
ples rather than language is because it is so difficult to de-
termine the content. If these types of feedback had followed a
student response such as "I extremely happy," one could not be
sure if the teacher's saying "I'm extremely happy" meant that
the teacher too was happy, in which case the content would be

coded as 1ife, or whether in spite of the error in the first
word, the pronunciation, meaning and grammar of the rest of the
sentence were being commented on, in which case the content
would be coded lanquage.

Similarly, if the teacher followed "I extremely happy® with
*Very good,” it would be hard to know what was very good. By
saying "Very good," the teacher may be indicating he is pleased
that the student is happy and is indicating that he is pleased
that the student is pleased. In this case, the content of the
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feedback would be life. Or the teacher may mean that is spite
of the error in the first word, the rest of the sentence is
fine, thus evaluating the linguistic aspects of the sentence.
In this case, the content of the feedback would be coded lan-
gg. Or finally, if the student response was from & student
rarely responds, the teacher may simply want to show his
delight that the student answered at all, in which case the con-
tent of the feedback would be procedure; the teacher simply
wanted to commend the fact that the student responded.

Here is still another way the variables could be combined
in providing feedback to the response "I extremely happy.” The
teacher says, a) "I'm extremely happy too," and b) "because |
only have two more periods,” or a) “I'm extremely happy toc,"
and b) "because I just got a raise.” Assuming these explana-
i‘.':::s w?re true, the coding of these communications would look

this:

Source Medium Use Content
a. PRESENT

TEACHER LINGUISTIC AURAL X LIFE
b. RELATE

Here, the teacher not only gave the answer again, but added an
explanation of why he was happy. He used speech in two ways.

Had the teacher said, °T extremely happy?™ that is, re-
peated the student response with rising intonation, the coding
would look 1ike this:

LINGUISTIC AURAL RE-PRESENT UNSPECTFTED
{spoken words)

TEACHER

LINGUISTIC AURAL PRESENT PROCEDUREL
(intonation)

His means that the intonation is used to say that the student
should try again; that is, the intonation sets a task; setting
tasks is a procedural type of communication. The reason the

spoken words are coded as unclassified is that there is no ex-
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plicit indication of what area of content is being worked on.
One might argue thal repealing a response with rising intona-
tion should be coded with content of language during language
lessons. And further, that since rising intonation is often
used when there is an error, the use to code is evaluate.

While it is true that rising intonation can imply that & pre-
vious response is incorrect, it can also mean simply, "Please
repeat that again, I didn’t hear you," or, "I heard you and I'm
shocked by what you said." No doubt these distinctions are
signalled by subtle differences in Lhe heights of the intona-
tion. But we cannot assume that non-native speakers of knglish
can tell what our different patterns of rising intonation sig-
nal.

Lock at these cowmunications from a Tanguage class.

Student: 1 watch my hair last nighL.

Teacher: Watch?

Student: Oh, shampoo.

Teacher: Shampoo?

Student: (With his hands, he massages his head as if
he is washing his head.)

Teacher: Last night?

Student: Yes.

And lock al these communications from math class in a bilingual
program with Japanese students.

Teacher: 2 plus 3

Student: Faibu.

Teacher: Faibu?

Student: Hai.

Teacher: Who knows the right answer?

A1l of these uses of intonation would be coded with the use
present and the content of procedure, because the function they
seemed to serve was to set a task for the students. The teach-
ers may have intended to indicate that the student responses
were incorrect. But the students seemednot to interpret the
intention in this way. Obviously, different observers might
code the use and content differently. Une experiment to per-
form is to see whether feedback that is difficult to code has

a different effect than feedback that is easy to code. One
characteristic of easy-to-code feedback is that it is usually
explicit.




Here is how two other teachers provided feedback to the
student responses in the last ftwo examples.

Example 1: Student: [ watch my hair last nighl.
Teacher: a. Your hair looks great.
b. Writes /st/ on the blackboard and
at the same time says:
¢. I'd Tike to hear the sentence

again with...
d. the past tense.
a. LINGUISTIC AURAL CHARACTERIZE LIFE
EVALUATE +
b. LINGUISTIC VISUAL PRESENT LANGUAGE -
(transcriplion) PRONUNCIATION
TEACHER
c. LTNGUISTIC AURAL PRESENT PROCEDURE

d. LINGUTSTIC AURAL CHARACTERIZE LANGUAGE--
INFORM ABOUT GRAMMAR

Example 2: Teacher: 2 plus 3
Student: Faibu.
Teacher: a. Right answer, but
b. pronounce it
c. as one syllable.
d. (Writes this on the blackboard:

/fiv/.)
a. LINGUISTIC AURAL CHARACTLRIZC SUBJECT MATTER
EVALUATE +
b. LINGUISTIC AURAL PRESENT PROCEDURE

TEACHER
c. LINGUISTIC AURAL CHARACTERIZE LANGUAGC--
TNFORM ADBUT PRONUNCIATION

d. LINGUISTIC VISUAL PRESENT LANGUAGE--
PRONUNCIATION

Whether this piling up of uses and areas of content to form

many messages is more effective than simply repeating the stu-
dent's response with rising intonation is what you can examine.
The examples were presented only to contrast messages that were
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Jess explicit and could not be coded with sub-categories of
language.

Some teachers feel they are exploring completely new teach-
ing methods by adopling some hehaviors from teachers from vari-
ous schools such as the Silent Way. Some teachers who see a
fow Silent Way classes establish the convention they observe of
using their fingers to represent words in sentences. When an
error is made, the teacher holds up his left hand to represent
the sentence and with his right hand pulls down one finger at a
sime as the student re-states the sentence until the error is
reached. At this point, the finger representing the incorrect
word is moved back and forth with the right hand. Using the
categories we have established, the only difference between this
type of feedback and the traditional use of stress to indicate
the place of the error or in the circling of an error in writ-
fen work would be the substitution of a gesture, a para-linguis-
£ic visual medium, for stress, a linguistic aural medium and a
circle, a non-linguistic visual medium.

Investigation Effectiveness

Which of these combinations of characteristics in these
examples is the best to provide feedback? Which mushrooms are
poisonous? The first people to classify mushrooms no doubt
were those who had the courage to try different samples, de-
scribe the distinctive features of those they tried and observe
their effects. The same steps must be followed in discovering
feedback that is beneficial rather than harmful. The first
step is to take some samples and describe the distinctive fea-
sures of them. After the initial description, the next step is
to change one variable and see the extent to which the effects
are altered. One may ask students to provide feedback all the
time for example. TIf they simply mimic the way you have provi-
ded feedback, the results may be identical, and then you will
have eliminated this variable as being a crucial one. Another
simple way Lo test the effect of your present feedback is to
eliminate it completely. React to all performances with the
medium of silence, the use attend and content that is unspeci-
fied. If the effects are no different, then you must begin to

question the effect of the feedback you have been providing.

Coding and tallying of all characteristics may be too bur-
densome in the beginning, so you might find it more useful to
tally only one characteristic. You may simply be interested in
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ticking off each instance of feedback that communicates one
of the major categories of content, for example. When some
beginning teachers do this they find that more than half of
their feedback communicates procedure. And of the fifty per-
cent of communications that contain procedure, one hundred
percent of them contain communications that are addressed to
classroom misbehavior. One way to attack this problem is to
tell the teacher that he cannot control a class well, and
that he'd better soon learn, or that he should be stricter.
Another way is to suggest that he communicate some feedback
with content of Tanguage or life. As feedback about the lan-
guage tasks the students perform or about their personal
feelings are made, those containing content of procedure will
of necessity decrease. Here, the tally provides a diagnosis
and at the same time implies a treatment. If one is teaching
language or angther subject such as history, it stands to
reason that student responses in the area being taught need
comment, and if the students are communicating messages about
the language or subject matter being studied they cannot com-
municate messages containing the content of procedure, es-
pecially classroom misbehavior.

Though tallies sometimes not only diagnose but imply treat-
ment whose effects can be seen in another tally of the same
characteristic, as in the case of the “"discipline problems”
cited above, other effects need to be observed in many cases.
Thus, the effects of communications that provide feedback with
unclassified content can only be observed if you observe other
factors such as the number of trials students need to produce
correct responses when feedback is unclassified in contrast to
when it is classified in a sub-category of the content of lan-
guage. And lTikewise, it is not enough to compare the tallies
of the most frequent and least frequent uses in the feedback
you provide. You need to develop criteria that indicate what
you consider to be successful, and then see whether the uses
that are most frequent or Teast frequent provide the effects
you want. Some methods books say that saying "Very good,”™ and
repeating the pattern the student says, whether the response
contained an error or not, is the most effective fype of feed-
back. But unless the results of this type of feedback are com-
pared with others, or with no feedback, it is impossible to say
that it is effective.




23

Practice in Coding Communications that
Provide Feedback

For practice in mastering the categories, 1 invite you to
the lines in the excerpts below. After you code them, com-
your responses--get feedback in print--from the keys below
excerpts.

Excerpt 1: “A big one."

Two children are playing together. The conversation cen-
ters around a party one of the children had just gone to
and the type of cake that was served. After saying “a big
cake” was served, the other child asks "What kind of a big
one?” and "What color were it?" His friend answers "Green."
Then, this feedback follows:

i. He waves his hand disdainfully and says,
Aw, you dumb.
ii. They ain't no green cakes.

e 1 Medium Use Content
1
ii.
. to 1
TEACHER 1. PARA-LINGUISTIC VISUAL CHARAC. EVAL.-  LIFE
LINGUISTIC AURAL
1i. LINGUISTIC AURAL CHARAC. CVAL.-  SUBJECT
MATTER*

Excerpt 2: "I can't, I'm talking with the Lady."

A father and his daughter are in the park. She is c¢limb-
ing 2 tree and he, some distance away from her, is stand-
ing with their dog talking to a lady. The daughter calls
out for her father to look at her as she gets high in the
tree. He says that he can't look because he is talking

*The category subject matter is used rather than life be-
the child is acting as if types of cakes, their sizes and
» are a subjecl of study.




with the lady. She then provides the feedback in line i,
and he provides the feedback in line ii.

i. The daughter begins to sob.

ii. The father, glancing towards her, says:
You're a real tomboy.

Source 2 Medium Use Content
i
ii.
Key to 2
TEACHER*  i. PARA-LTNGUISTIC AURAL PRESENT LIFE
TEACHER* 4i. LINGUISTIC AURAL CHARAC. INFORM  LIFE

Other Characteristics of Feedback

Obviously, there are other characteristics of feedback in
addition to the four presented here. For example, the target
of the communication may be important to note as well as the
source. Some students may receive a great deal of feedback
from others and some may be ignored. We may consistently pro-
vide positive evaluations to the good students and withhold
them from the students who are poor. Sometimes, an individual
is the target of his own feedback as when one says “Damn it" or
grimaces after either a correct or incorrect performance. The
feedback these students are providing themselves with may inter-
fere with their ability to produce better performances. In ad-
dition, much feedback is directed towards us &s teachers in our
classes, but because we only think of ourselves as the source
of feedback and never the target, we fail to perceive the com-
munications the students direct to us.

The language that the mediums are communicated in too might
be an important variable. I remember in Somalia when [ raised
Wy eyebrows vigorously a 1a Groucho Marx after a student res-

*The source of both communications is coded teacher because
they are both trying to show each other somethi ng.
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ponded correctly. In my language, this gesture simply meant
*Yery good," and thus I intended to characterize Lhe student's
response by evaluating it positively with a gesture. However,
- £he gesture in Somali meant that I was interested in having an
affair with the student! To the student, the gesture had con-
tent of life. If a teacher communicated all the negative eval-
wations in one language and positive evaluations in another I
would imagine that this alteration would have some effect, es-
pecially if the target language were used for the positive
evaluations and the students’ first language for negative eval-
gations.

Another variable that may be important Lo study is whether
the feedback is asked for by the student or just provided by
the teacher. In [xcerpt 4, The Tennis Court, the player asked
his coach whether bending had anything to do with serving. To
the player, at that moment, this was the feedback he nceded.
Telling him about the location of Lhe ball, as the coach had
been doing, might have had 1ittle effect because the teacher
was simply reacting to what he thought the needs of his student
were. But our perception of the needs of our students may not
be as vital as what they consider their needs to be. Comparing
the effects of feedback we provide that is requested with that
provided without requests might suygest that much of what we
: gzzvide as feedhack is more satisfying to us than to our stu-

ts.

Of course, some effects cannot easily be observed. The
short term effect of using print to supply answers may produce
more correct responses with fewer trials. But are the correct
" responses remembered? Is pronunciation interfered with? If
students are asked Lo figurc out their own answers without an-
swers from the teacher, they may require more trials, but they
may retain the material longer.

Finally, the exlent to which what we provide in feedback
is simply noise has to be studied. After an error such as the
one in our earlier cxample in which the teacher wrote phonetic
Jetters on the blackboard, said he liked the student's hair and
told the student to change the sentence to the past tense, we
have o wonder how much of this feedback had effect. Perhaps
the student had simply mis-stated, as native speakers often do.
211 this feedback might have caused wonder rather than clarifi-
cation.
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In spite of these types of questions, T still would argue
that discussing feedback in this way, rather than in terms of
reinforcement, for example, is more useful. Discussing feed-
back in some of the normal ways such as reinforcement fails to
take into account some of the variables presented here. If we
think of reinforcement as giving praise we still must investi-
gate the effect of Lhe way Lhe praise was provided. Was candy
given? Did the teacher shake the student's hand? Did he say
“¥Wery good?" Were these communicaticns directed to what the
student said or to the fecl Lhat he said anything at all?

Talking in general terms such as reinforcement not only
blinds us to the specific things we and our students and our
materials do, but it also can make us say things we do not do.
If asked whether we provide reinforcement, what teacher would
answer in Lhe negative? Even if we were not sure whether we
2id or did not provide reinforcement, the word suggests that we
should. Labels such as reinforcement have two other disadvan-
tages. First, they tend to be very general, and even if opera-
tionally defined, do not account for some of the characteris-
tics of feedback Lhal may be important such as medium, source
of content. Second, they contain built-in judgments and there-
fore are difficult to use descriptively.

In addition to using general, judgmental terms such as
“reinforcement,” as teachers we freguently make the comment:
"It worked." One problem with this statement is that it is
difficult to identify the referent for “It" with much degree of
specificity. In termsof some of the characteristics of feed-
back, I hope the characteristics presented here will make it
possible for you to share more specific descriptions of the
feadback you provide than you have been able to in the past.

In addition, I hope you will be better able to experiment with
expanding the range of feedback you frequently use, basing your
experiments primarily on descriptions of characteristics of
feedback and their effects in a range of teaching and non-teach-
ing settings rather than on the prescriptions of others.*

*For a rationale for this point of view and further ra-
tionale for the categories presented here see "Beyond Rashomon--
Conceptualizing and Describing the Teaching Act" by John F.
Fanselow, TESOL Quarterly, Vol.1l, No.l March 1977, pages 17-39.

For more specific suggestions on how tu provide feedback as well
as a description of how eleven teachers actually provided feed-
back see "The Treatmenl of Error in Oral Work" by John F. Fan-
selow, Foreign Language Annals, Vol.10, Ko.5 October 1977, pages
583-593.
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Naiman, N., M. Frolich, and H.H. Stern. The Good Language

Learner. loronto: The Onlario lnslitute for Studies in
Education, 1975,

Though the cmphasis of the study was on the learner, the
report contains descriptions of the behaviors of teachers
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and Children, March, 1969.

The author presents evidence of experiments she had teach-
ers perform in which they extended the amount of time they
waited before providing their students with feedback. She
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found that answers were more complex and lenger when
teachers' feedback consisted simply of waiting--using
silence to attend to their students in the terms intro-
duced in this presentation.

Strawn, Dwight J. "Teacher Feedback to Students in Selected
English as a Second Language Classes.™ Unpuhlished doc-
{g;al dissertation, Teachers College, Columbia University,

s

In addition to containing a framework for describing
teachers’ feedback and the results of descriptions made
with the instrument, this study contains an extremely
thorough review of research on feedback including the
prescriptions made by those who write second language
methods books, a large number of cxperiments on the ef-
fect of feedback in learning in general and a very com-
plete description of Lhe experiments that have been done
to test the effects of different types of feedback in
second language learning.

Zahorik, John A. "Classroom Feedback Behavior of Teachers.”
Journal of Educational Research 62, December 1968.

This descriptive study was limited to verbal feedback.
The author found Lhatof the 175 different types of feed-
back almost a1l of the time; most of the 16 provided very
1ittle information.

Zahorik, John A. "Pupils' Perceptions of Teachers®' Verbal
Feedback." Elementary School Journal 71, November 1970.

This study reported that the sixteen types of feedback the
author had reported earlier (1968) were not considered
very helpful by Lhe pupils they were used with. The cate-
gorization the author presents, as well as his suggestions
for varying feedback are useful for second language teach-
ers even though he developed them for elementary school
teachers to use in the regular curriculum with native
speakers of Englisk.




