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2. Feedback That Helps 
 “Whether or not feedback is effective depends on what students need to hear, not 
what you need to say,” says consultant Susan Brookhart in this article in The Virginia 
Journal of Education (spotted in Education Digest). Here are her desiderata about 
feedback: 
 • Timely – The quicker the better, says Brookhart, so students get feedback while 
they still remember the assignment and why they were doing it. 
 • Identifying one or more strengths and at least one next step – Sometimes 
students aren’t aware of their strengths and need them reinforced, and they often need 
next steps pointed out. A teacher might say to a struggling student, “I see you skipped 
this line. It might help to keep your place with your finger.” 
 • Focused on students’ work and work processes, not on them personally – It’s 
not helpful to talk about how smart or lazy a student is. Talk about the work. 
 • Descriptive, not judgmental – The best feedback compares work to specific 
criteria or exemplars. With struggling students, the standard or exemplar might be so far 
from their current work that it’s intimidating, in which case it’s helpful to compare 
current work to earlier, less-developed work. 
 • Positive, clear, and specific – “‘Clear’ means clear to the student,” says 
Brookhart. “The tone of feedback, whether written or oral, should convey your 
confidence in the student as a learner. It should not sound like giving orders.” Struggling 
students need to focus on one or two small steps they need to take to improve, and 
simple, clear vocabulary is important. With more successful students, specific praise is 
better than “Great job” – for example, “This is a great paper. I especially appreciated the 
way you made a chart to summarize your information and then discussed it point by 
point. That made it really clear.” 
 • Check for understanding – “Do you understand?” is not enough. Better to ask, 
“What is the most important thing you see here?” or “What is the very next thing you’re 
going to do on this paper?” 
 
“Tailoring Feedback” by Susan Brookhart in The Virginia Journal of Education, 
February 2010 (spotted in Education Digest, May 2011, Vol. 76, #9, p. 33-36); see an 
earlier Brookhart article on feedback in Marshall Memo 215. 
 
 
 
 
8. Checking for Student Understanding 
 “In video games, failure is good,” says Western New Mexico University professor 
Debra Dirksen in this Kappan article. “Players start over so they can learn and gain the 
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skills necessary to move on to higher levels. The gaming industry has learned what we as 
educators need to learn: the ability to press reset is motivating, and players use this tool to 
succeed at the game. How can we build into instruction the idea that failure is an integral 
part of learning? How can we build hope through failure instead of teaching students to 
fear failure?”  
 The answer, says Dirksen, is the skillful use of on-the-spot and interim 
assessments in classrooms. She believes that when teachers check on student 
understanding and immediately follow up, there are major gains in learning. Among the 
most effective methods are “clickers”, pair-and-share collaborative learning, quick-
writes, weekly summaries, graphic organizers, and journaling. One activity that Dirksen 
has found particularly helpful is “Circle, Square, Triangle”: after being presented with 
new content, students are asked to jot down three things: 

- Circle – What’s still going around in your head? What do you still not 
understand? 

- Square – What’s squared away? What do you really understand? 
- Triangle – What three things could you use in your life, work, or studies? 

Students’ responses to these questions can give teachers invaluable information on next 
steps. 
 
“Hitting the Reset Button: Using Formative Assessment to Guide Instruction” by Debra 
Dirksen in Phi Delta Kappan, April 2011 (Vol. 92, #7, p. 26-31)  
http://www.kappanmagazine.org 


