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Abstract 

Within the typical teaching and learning model in university settings, the orthodox way of 
providing feedback tends to be through assignments and exams. It enables evaluative, summative 
feedback about students’ level of learning and functions primarily as a measurement and 
accountability tool (Vardi, 2012). In contrast, this paper presents an alternative view of assessment 
that suggests that technology can be the ‘servant’ of good pedagogy by deliberately and 
purposively enhancing feedback opportunities from not only the teacher to student but also, from 
student to teacher. 

The project we report on in this paper is part of institution-wide initiatives in a large Faculty of 
Education, to promote the use of technology alongside a move to the use of large interactive teaching 
spaces capable of seating 70+ students. Four of us as lecturers have supported one another to develop 
a professional learning community (Alton-Lee, 2003), and to document our evolving pedagogical 
practices. We are committed to retaining and practicing powerful teacher education pedagogy whilst 
being early adopters of technology innovations. In this paper we discuss some of the ways that we 
have used mobile technologies to facilitate open communication between lecturers and students to 
make feedback about learning visible to all. We have harnessed technology to give and receive 
feedback and in so doing we have made rich learning an integral part of our everyday practice.  

Introduction 

It has been argued that although student-centred approaches to learning have led to shifts in 
conceptions of teaching and learning, ‘a parallel shift in relation to formative assessment and 
feedback has been slower to emerge’ (Nicol & MacFarlane-Dick, 2006, p. 200). Assessment tasks 
such as assignments and exams, are typical in most higher education settings. Less common 
however, is the use of assessment to provide the kind of formative feedback that bridges the gap 
between the actual level of performance and the desired learning goals (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; 
Lizzio & Wilson, 2008; Poulos & Mahony, 2008; Sadler, 1989) and facilitates students’ 
development as independent learners who are able to monitor, evaluate, and regulate their own 
learning (Ferguson, 2011). 

In his synthesis of some 800 meta-analyses of 52,637 individual quantitative studies Hattie 
(2009) concluded that providing formative feedback was one of the strongest single factors impacting 
on student learning. However, providing such feedback in traditional tertiary education settings can be 
problematic, particularly given the large size of classes and the short duration of courses.  

There is a substantial and growing body of research in higher education contexts considering 
feedback and its importance in student learning, and a concomitant growth in the number of articles 
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focusing on technology assisted feedback learning possibilities. Frequently cited benefits of 
technology assisted feedback for students include higher achievement and retention rates (Nicol, 
2008) through the provision of more relevant and authentic assessment feedback experiences (Gilbert 
et al., 2011) and collaborative learning opportunities (Nicol, 2008). It is contended that technology 
affords immediacy and ‘anytime, anywhere, anyhow approaches’ and is suitable for use with large 
numbers of students (Gikandi et al., 2011; Juwah et al., 2004). This use of technology assisted 
feedback can fit well within a co-constructivist perspective of feedback which emphasises the 
dynamic nature of learning where the lecturer also learns from the student through dialogue and 
participation in shared experiences (Carless, Salter, Yang, & Lam, 2011).  

The problem being addressed 
Providing feedback in traditional tertiary education settings can be problematic, particularly 

given the large size of classes and the short duration of courses. We set out to ameliorate this tension, 
underpinned by our conviction that effective feedback made a difference. Research has identified 
several attributes of effective feedback. For example, Shute (2008) examined specificity, complexity 
and length, and timing of feedback (pp.157–163). Evan’s (2013) guidelines for effective feedback 
design centred around the timing, student follow-up, feed-forward, and sources of feedback as well as 
interactions about the feedback. Van den Berg, Admiraal, and  Pilot (2006) identified that feedback 
from multiple sources, rather than a single source, enables students to make more informed decisions 
about how they act on the feedback. However, even when feedback is well crafted it is ineffective 
unless students act upon it (Duncan, 2007; Gielen, Peeters, Dochy, Onghena, & Struyven, 2010); and 
unless it impacts on learning (Draper, 2009; Wiliam, 2011). 

Within our community of practice we are aware that even when ‘good’ feedback has been 
given, the gap between receiving and acting on it can be wide (Taras, 2003) for students and teachers 
alike. The solution to address this gap, was to situate the use of technology within a ‘conversational 
framework. Such positioning provides alternative forms to give, seek and respond to feedback, casting 
 teacher and students alike as active agentive learners. Our focus was to enable both ourselves and 
students to become agentive, purposeful co-participants. 

Study design/Approach 

Our teaching and research covered a range of teacher education programmes and across different 
subject specialisations. Students used mobile devices during lectures/workshops to share learning 
and understanding in response to questions or tasks, using software platforms which included 
Piazza, GoSoapBox, Socrative, EduCreations, Padlet, online practice tests, PeerWise, and Google 
Docs. They were able to connect with course content, question their own and others’ understanding 
and reflect on their peers’ responses, thus making feedback and learning visible to the lecturers and 
to themselves, often instantly. Data were gathered from student submissions on these platforms, 
and from surveys, questionnaire, assessment artefacts and focus group interviews.  

The theoretical lens of this project framed learning as “the process of coming to know through 
conversations across multiple contexts amongst people and personal interactive 
technologies” (Sharples, Taylor, & Vavuola, 2007, p. 225). These conversations follow Laurillard’s 
(2002, 2007) definition of a conversational framework for learning—the dialogical process between 
teacher, learner and technology. This implies a view of the pedagogical process that goes beyond the 
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transmission of knowledge from teacher to learner to a co-construction of knowledge through 
negotiation and exploration, where “[t]eaching then can be likened to a conversation in which you 
listen to the speaker carefully before you reply" (Clay, 1985, p. 6). 

Within this conversational framework, we explored the use of mobile technologies. In this 
paper we specifically we consider how their use could make feedback about learning more visible to 
students and lecturers.  

Findings 

Based on a preliminary analysis of the data sources we have found that we were able to utilise the 
affordances of technology to foster feedback dialogues. Generating feedback from multiple 
sources  was not a problem. We could also each cite examples of students’ use of feedback to 
improve their learning; and examples of feedback enhancing student engagement. A range of 
examples, using different generative tools, will be presented in the full paper. 

There was rich feedback data generated through these multiple technology enabled means –
both synchronous and asynchronous. However, analysis of our data showed that where feedback 
collected from the students indicated that they were confused, struggling or not in accord with the rest 
of the class, as lecturers, we sometimes struggled to respond appropriately in the moment. We were 
surprised that when faced with the challenges of integrating technology–and although we wanted to 
follow our ‘best pedagogical’ instincts–we would handle the situations by reverting to what we felt 
was a transmission style of teaching.  

So we were disappointed to find that while there was evidence that we responded to some of 
the feedback that we received, there was also evidence that the way we made sense of the situation 
was, at times, through a set of discourses associated with the teacher being the only expert in the 
room. 

Before these reflections and subsequent discussions, we had maintained beliefs that our teacher 
education pedagogies had overcome the propensity to be ‘the expert practitioner’. These situations 
challenged us to reconsider our roles, and how we coped when feedback disrupted our self-efficacy 
and perceptions of teaching competence. Analysis of the data is on-going.  

Discussion and conclusion 

Coming together as a  professional learning community (Alton-Lee, 2003) has framed the way we 
worked together to use technology in our teaching in order to to make learning visible. The 
advantage of thinking of ourselves as a learning community was that it respected the knowledge 
each participant brought to the project regardless of expertise in using technology for teaching. 
Inquiry and professional learning were critical in this approach.  

Intuitively, we have used technology as a tool to enable powerful feedback between students 
and ourselves which has operated in both directions - them to us and us to them. As eager early 
adopters of technology we have trialled different means to generate feedback –identifiable or 
anonymous, immediate or delayed, individual or collective. 

Students have used feedback to evaluate their own progress, as in the online practice tests 
where working through the questions gave each student  instant feedback. Students have also 
provided feedback to inform the learning of others. For example, using a platform such as PeerWise 
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was an opportunity for students to give feedback to one another about the quality and relevance of 
their contributions to the developing repository of content-based questions. Furthermore, PeerWise 
also enabled students to compare their contributions with other students via the leaderboard and badge 
credentialing system which is another means of using technology to provide feedback.  

Students also provided feedback to us. They provided feedback about what they were learning, 
for example, using Padlet to contribute during class sessions. They also gave feedback about what we 
were teaching when we utilised  Critical Incidents Questionnaires on Google Docs. As teachers we 
have been cognisant of the feedback students have been providing, and have sought to respond and 
act on it in pedagogically sound ways. We have monitored students’ engagement with tools at a basic 
“time on task”, number of attempts level. We have also analysed students’ feedback during the course 
and not only acted upon it but also fed it back to our students as we make a point of making our 
practices transparent. 

In each of these examples of the generation and use of feedback, we sought to bring a future-
oriented approach to teaching and learning, not by upgrading to, or foregrounding, a concept of “e-
assessment” (through machine marking or other adaptations of modern technology) but by creating an 
‘architecture of participation’ that made it easy to connect, share learning and provide feedback, and 
that improved as more people became involved (Elliot, 2008). Within this architecture of participation 
students and teachers alike have taken increased responsibility for seeking out and acting on feedback.  
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