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FEEDBACK IS A DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD
Evidence suggests that feedback, if delivered effectively, is one of our 
very best bets to accelerate student learning (Education Endowment 
Foundation, n.d). However, evidence also suggests that a third of the 
time feedback actually hinders learning (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996). This 
has led to it being referred to as a ‘double-edged sword’. As such, 
feedback is too important to leave to chance.

At its core, feedback is information given to learners about their 
performance with the aim of reducing the gap between their current 
level and a desired goal. But not all feedback is equally effective. In their 
influential review Hattie and Timperley (2007) outlined a comprehensive 
model of feedback, identifying four types of feedback:

1. Self-level feedback

This includes personal praise or evaluation directed at the student,  
not their work. Examples of this include “You are such a smart boy” or 
“You are a clever girl”. This type of feedback can discourage future 
learning, as people tend to be loss-averse; they do not want to put 
themselves into situations where they may lose their smart  
reputation (Zhao et al, 2017)

These findings align with other research, such as Kluger and DeNisi 
(1996), who noted that feedback which draws attention to the learner’s 
ego rather than the task often leads to poorer outcomes.

2. Task-level feedback

This type of feedback focuses on the task at hand and provides 
information about the accuracy of your students’ work, pointing out 
what they did right or wrong. This can be helpful if students had a 
misunderstanding of what they needed to do. This type of feedback can 
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be improved by avoiding general praise like “good job” and  
instead pinpointing exactly what was done well or what needs 
improvement (Shute, 2008).

3. Process-level feedback

This feedback gives insight into how a student approached a task, 
including the steps and/or decisions they made along the way. This type 
of feedback is beneficial for deep, long-term learning, as it encourages 
metacognitive thinking and supports learners in transferring skills across 
tasks. This type of feedback can help promote reflection and highlight 
effective strategies students can use again (Butler & Winne, 1995).

4. Self-regulation feedback

This type of feedback focuses on how well students managed their 
emotions and focus, with an emphasis on encouraging planning, 
persistence and reflection. This can be especially beneficial for novice 
students, helping build independent learners who take ownership of 
their progress and respond constructively to setbacks. Prompts such 
as “What could you try next time?” or “How did you decide that was 
your best idea?” can help promote autonomy and confidence (Nicol & 
Macfarlane-Dick, 2006).

HOW DO STUDENTS PERCEIVE FEEDBACK?
A recent study (Van Boekel et al. 2023) has provided some interesting 
insights into how students perceive feedback. The researchers asked 
students to describe the purpose of feedback and their preferences for 
its contents. They also examined the actual feedback these students 
received on a course assignment.

The findings indicate that most students see the purpose of feedback 
as providing strategies for improvement – in other words, process 
feedback. But interestingly, while students recognised the importance  
of process feedback, they preferred feedback that was task-focused  
(i.e., what they got right or wrong). This discrepancy suggests a gap 
between students’ theoretical understanding of the purpose of  
feedback and what they actually desire in practice. What they  
want may not align with what they truly need.
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3 KEY FEEDBACK QUESTIONS
The aforementioned study by Hattie and Timperley (2007), also 
emphasised that for feedback to be really effective, it should answer three 
questions for the students. These questions are:

1. Where am I going?

This starts with the end in mind. It helps provide clarity and focus 
your students on what they are working towards. This is essential for 
motivation, feedback and learning as it ensures that any subsequent 
feedback is aimed at helping that individual progress nearer to their 
required destination. 

2. How am I going?

It is important for students to monitor how they are progressing in regard 
to their predefined goals and targets. This type of strategy, often referred 
to as Metacognition, is seen as one of the most effective ways of helping 
students to improve their performance. It also helps remind students 
of how much progress they have made, which is a good source of 
motivation. 

3. Where to next?

Arguably this is the most important question. For feedback to be effective, 
students should have a clear understanding of what they need to do 
next. Answering this question helps reduce the chance of feedback 
being vague and abstract and instead helps it become concrete and 
actionable.

FINAL THOUGHTS
Feedback, if delivered well, is one of our best chances to accelerate 
learning. But often it doesn’t have the desired effect. As a result, it has the 
power to help or hinder learning. The challenge is not simply giving more 
feedback but giving better feedback. Carefully considering the type  
of feedback and helping students develop the skills to receive the 
feedback well, as well as making it as actionable as possible, gives us the 
best chance of improving the learner and not just their current piece of 
work.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES: BLOGS & PODCASTS
Should student feedback be immediate or delayed? 
https://innerdrive.co.uk/blog/feedback-immediate-or-delayed/

10 ways to give better feedback 
https://innerdrive.co.uk/blog/give-better-feedback/

Is it time to abandon the Feedback Sandwich? 
https://innerdrive.co.uk/blog/feedback-sandwich/

Do model answers give the most effective feedback? 
https://innerdrive.co.uk/blog/do-model-answers-give-the-most-
effective-feedback/

How to give Wise Feedback 
https://innerdrive.co.uk/blog/tips-for-giving-wise-feedback/

Teacher Feedback to Improve Pupil Learning. Evidence into Action ep.6 
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/teacher-feedback-to-improve-
pupil-learning/id1542740384?i=1000529550478



FEEDBACK THAT WORKS

© InnerDrive Ltd.


