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Abstract The current study examined efficient modes for providing standardized feed-
back to improve performance on an assignment for a second year college class involving
writing a brief research proposal. Two forms of standardized feedback (detailed rubric and
proposal exemplars) were utilized is an experimental design with undergraduate students
(N = 100) at three urban college campuses. Students completed a draft of a proposal as
part of their course requirements and were then randomly assigned to receive a detailed
rubric, proposal exemplars, or a rubric and proposal exemplars for use in revising their
work. Analyses of students’ writing from first draft to second draft indicated that all three
conditions led to improvements in writing that were significant and strong in terms of
effect size, with the stand-alone detailed rubric leading to the greatest improvement.
Follow-up focus groups with students indicated that a stand-alone rubric potentially
engages greater mindfulness on the part of the student. Practical implications are discussed.

Keywords Feedback - Formative assessment - Classroom assessment

The use of formative assessment to enhance student performance and achievement has
undergone a renaissance in recent years, leading to a variety of studies examining aspects
of the relationship between formative feedback and students’ ability to profit academically
from such feedback (Evans 2013; Hattie and Timperley 2007; Kingston and Nash, 2011;
Shute 2008; Symonds 2004). Researchers generally agree that comments specific to an
individual’s work and unaccompanied by grades tend to be most conducive to
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improvement (e.g., Lipnevich and Smith 2009a, b; Hattie and Timperley 2007). In an
extensive meta-analysis of the research on assessment feedback in higher education, Evans
(2013) points out the critical importance of how feedback is received by the learner, how it
is used by learners, and the incredible demands that the provision of feedback can put on
instructors. This last point motivated the research presented here: The time and resource
demands involved with the provision of assessment feedback. We were primarily con-
cerned with an issue that rarely appears in the formative assessment literature: Can teachers
deliver good quality feedback in a manner that does not require inordinate amounts of
time? The purpose of the research reported here was to examine the relative efficacy of two
approaches to providing feedback that do not require intensive work by teachers. Spe-
cifically, we investigated the impact of providing non-individualized, standardized feed-
back that was the same for all students on a particular assignment. Through the design of
the study, issues of the motivational response of students to feedback, and the provision of
the opportunity to engage the gap between current and desired states of learning (Rama-
prasad 1983; Sadler 1989) were also considered.

Alternatively known as assessment for learning and formative assessment, assessment
feedback is a pedagogical framework designed to promote learning and engagement (Black
and Wiliam 2009). Working from Ramaprasad’s (1983) conceptualization developed for
work in management theory, Sadler (1987) proposed that the core of formative assessment
comprises the determination of the gap between the actual state of performance and the
desired state of performance, as well as individuals’ engagement in efforts to close the gap.
That is, in order for assessment to facilitate learning, students need to understand the level
and nature of their current performance, the desired state of proficiency, and the dis-
crepancy between the actual and the desired state. Further, they need to be able to
effectively process that information and work to reduce the difference, or borrowing from
the London Underground, “mind the gap.” By performance, we mean the work that the
student has produced in an instructional or assessment setting. In the study presented here,
it was a brief research proposal written by the students, but it could refer to any production
of material that is representative of a student’s current state of ability and effort.

Typically, information on the current state of student performance is provided by
teachers based on their assessment of students’ work (Ilgen and Davis 2000; Kluger and
DeNisi 1996). This is often thought to be the heart of formative assessment. But this way of
thinking is neglectful of the two other components in the process: a clear understanding of
what the goal or target is, and an environment conducive to engaging the gap between
current and desired status. We argue here that it may be the case that learners at a more
advanced level—for example, college students—can effectively assess their own current
state of performance if provided with detailed information on the desired state, and
incentive to use this information to improve their work. If this is the case, then students will
be able to determine the gap on their own, and work to improve their performance. They
will grow not only in the content area of the work under consideration, but perhaps also in
their ability to self-assess. These are the ideas we pursue in this research.

Feedback within the framework of formative assessment
The efficacy of feedback in the instructional process is generally well accepted. Reviews of
the literature and meta-analytic work on feedback have generally drawn the same con-

clusion over the past quarter of a century: feedback works (Black and Wiliam 1998;
Crooks 1988; Hattie and Timperley 2007; Kluger and DeNisi 1996). However, there are
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subtleties about how feedback works that are sometimes lost in the more general finding of
feedback’s overall effectiveness. In fact, meta-analytic work suggests that feedback may
negatively affect performance in up to one-third of cases (e.g., Kluger and DeNisi 1996;
Bangert-Drowns et al. 1991). In their meta-analysis of highly rigorous research in for-
mative assessment, Kingston and Nash (2011) found that formative assessment practices
are more effective in language arts than in mathematics or science. Further, Kluger and
DeNisi (1996) contended that when feedback was accompanied by praise or critical
judgments, the effectiveness of the feedback decreased, and that feedback that showed
participants how to reach correct solutions was more effective than simple dichotomous
judgments of correct/incorrect outcomes. Similarly, Bangert-Drowns et al. (1991) found
that although feedback was positively related to greater achievement in most settings,
student performance did not improve if feedback messages failed to include information
necessary for learners to evaluate where they are, where they are going, or did not provide
useful strategies to get them there. This conclusion is consistent with that of a number of
researchers in the field—feedback that encourages “mindfulness” is most likely to help
students improve (Hattie and Timperley 2007; Underwood and Tregidgo 2006). That is,
comments that prompt students to meaningfully and thoughtfully approach revisions tend
to result in the highest gains in performance.

Highlighting a key aspect of effective formative feedback from their review, Hattie and
Timperley (2007) suggest that written feedback must encourage active processing of
information on the part of the learner. As noted by Lipnevich and Smith (2009a), if
students do not successfully engage with the feedback that they receive, feedback will not
enhance student learning. In an experimental study conducted in situ in a large introductory
psychology class, Lipnevich and Smith (2009a, b) found that detailed written feedback
from the instructor without grades or praise was the most effective form of formative
assessment for improving performance on an essay exam. Students in this condition (as
compared to those being informed that their feedback was computer-generated, and those
receiving a preliminary grade and/or a statement of praise and encouragement) showed the
most improvement from a preliminary draft to a final revision. Follow-up focus group
discussions with students who participated in the experiment revealed that students saw
grades as potential obstacles to improvement, particularly by those who believed they had
received a grade from the instructor. Students considered praise pleasant but the least
influential form of feedback, useful only for balancing the demotivating effect of grades.
Taken together, these findings present strong evidence that providing students with indi-
vidualized, descriptive feedback specific to their work, and providing a setting where
working on revisions based on that information could lead to an improved grade, can result
in significant improvement in writing performance.

Formative assessment in higher education: challenges and opportunities

Assessment in a higher education context comes with a number of particular challenges
and opportunities. On the challenge side of the equation, class sizes are burgeoning with
courses frequently enrolling over a hundred students (Bose and Rengel 2009; Nicol and
Macfarlane-Dick 2007). Added to this is the fact that classes typically meet only once or
twice a week, and usually for the duration of a semester rather than a full year. To
implement formative assessment effectively, instructors must return feedback in a timely
and individualized manner, a feat hard to accomplish when teaching a large number of
students. Second, and not frequently addressed in the literature, there simply is not a
tradition of formative assessment in higher education, either from instructors or students.
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Although there has been some excellent work in this area recently (see, e.g., Jonsson 2013),
and of course McKeachie’s classic work on teaching in higher education (Svinicki and
McKeachie 2012) contains excellent suggestions on formative assessment, formative
feedback is not common compared to summative feedback, and when it is provided, it is
often underutilized or not utilized at all (Brown and Glover 2006; Sinclair and Cleland
2007).

On the opportunity side, many college-level instructors acknowledge the benefits of
formative assessment practice (Bailey and Garner 2010), even though they feel they do not
have the time to actualize what they consider to be best practice. Also, at the college level,
students are more mature, have a more refined set of learning strategies, and are better able
to process feedback than are elementary or secondary students (see, e.g., Lipnevich and
Smith 2009 as compared to research by Andrade and her colleagues detailed below). Thus
it may be the case that college students are better prepared to process formative feedback if
presented under optimal conditions. Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2007) lay out a series of
recommendations for good practice in formative feedback at the tertiary level. Among
other suggestions, they argue that feedback should make clear what good performance
looks like, facilitate the process of self-assessment among students, and provide oppor-
tunities for students to work on the area where they need improvement. The importance of
promoting students’ self-assessment skills is echoed in the work of Riordan and Loacker
(2009) and Carless et al. (2011).

Feedback to improve student writing

The provision and use of feedback to improve writing can be seen as corresponding to the
“rewriting” stage in a linear model of writing, and the “revision” or reviewing phase in a
cognitive process model (Flower and Hayes 1981). Revision and formative assessment are
dually concerned with processes and outcomes implicated in how a student engages “the
gap”, as stated in Fitzgerald’s (1987) guiding definition: “revision means making changes
at any point in the writing process. It involves identifying discrepancies between intended
and instantiated text, deciding what could or should be changed in the text...changes may
or may not affect the meaning of the text, and they may be major or minor” (p. 484).
Where feedback is considered a keystone transaction to implementing formative assess-
ment to improve student writing, revising is also considered a fundamental component of
the writing process within a cognitive paradigm, such that re-writing is equivalent to the
process of writing itself (Allal and Chanquoy 2004).

Flower and Hayes (1981) delineate a cognitive theory of writing process in which
planning, translating, and reviewing are hierarchically organized phases that are managed
by a writer’s monitor (or meta-cognition), and influenced both by the task environment and
the writer’s long-term memory. Planning entails generating ideas, organizing, and goal
setting; translating involves putting ideas into written language; and reviewing involves the
sub-processes of evaluating and revising. Hayes et al. (1987, as discussed in Hayes 2004)
later elaborated a more complex model of the revision process, proposing a sequence
involving the writer’s task definition (the goals and scope of the revision), model of
evaluation (reading of the text to comprehend, evaluate, or define problems, depending on
the writers’ goals), and subsequent strategy selection process to respond to these goals and
demands. A shortcoming of this model, noted by Hayes (2004), is the focus on problem
solving cued by a writer’s error detection as opposed to the pursuit of opportunities for new
connections or ideas, such that “problem detection becomes a necessary pre-condition for
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revision”. The author cites the need for researchers to investigate the role that discovery
plays in revision processes, an approach other researchers have identified as characteristic
of experienced adult writers’ revising (Sommers 1980). Hayes also reviews extensive
evidence to suggest that writers at all levels can be taught to understand and apply criteria
of text quality to improve their own written work, highlighting overall the recursive and
continual role that revision plays throughout the writing process.

Though the cognitive processes involved in revising written work naturally implicate
the role of feedback (whether generated by self, peer, or teacher), differentiating among
these sources and the nature of the feedback generated is not a central question in studies
seeking to conceptualize process models of writing and revising. In her review of the
literature on revision in writing, Fitzgerald (1987) discusses some evidence contrasting the
effects of teacher or peer feedback on revision processes versus the effect of teacher
directions to revise (i.e. telling students to revise their work). Findings of studies reviewed
tended to suggest that feedback can enhance revision, and that both peer feedback and
teacher feedback is beneficial for improving writing quality, where as simply cueing
students to revise their work has mixed or minimal value. The author also points to
evidence showing that, for high school age students and more skilled writers, revising
one’s written work improves the quality of composition and contributes to writing
achievement, yet little emphasis is placed on revising in American public schools. In our
view, feedback plays a central role in how teachers engage students in effective cognitive
and self-regulatory processes required to improve the quality of their written work.

The research presented here is not directly concerned with the improvement of student
writing per se, but it does involve providing feedback to students on a written assignment
in a psychology class. Educators play a crucial role in providing effective feedback to
improve student writing, independent of the subject matter of the course. Teachers gen-
erally value the practice of giving feedback (Hyland and Hyland 2001) and actively use
feedback in the process of teaching writing to students (Matsumura et al. 2002). The
research on feedback on writing clearly indicates that the quality of feedback messages
influences the extent of students’ writing improvement (Reid et al. 2011; Wiliam et al.
2004; Ruiz-Primo and Furtak 2007). Kingston and Nash (2011) noted that the quality of
feedback and the way it is used matters greatly and that the implementation of feedback is
often “left to the discretion of the teachers implementing formative assessment” (Kingston
and Nash 2011, p. 34). Thus, we are left with a dilemma: carefully constructed feedback
messages on students’ written work can lead to enhanced performance, but providing high
quality feedback responses is time-consuming and may be impractical for teachers in many
situations. Our goal in this research was to try to find a feasible approach to solving this
dilemma.

Rubrics and exemplars in the framework of formative assessment

Andrade (2000, 2005) describes the use of instructional rubrics as a means to present
students with the information on goals and aims of an assignment, thus taking care of one
of the key components of formative assessment—that of knowing where you want to be
(i-e., Black and Wiliam 1998; Sadler 1998). Andrade and her colleagues (Andrade and
Boulay 2003; Andrade 2005) also looked at the possibility of using rubrics as a tool for
fostering self-assessment by encouraging students to compare their work to a set of clearly
specified criteria. Knowing clearly what good performance looks like and fostering self-
assessment capabilities are two of the three goals of good formative assessment that were
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postulated by Nicol and Macfarlane (2007). The Andrade team conducted a series of
studies looking at the efficacy of providing rubrics to students on writing tasks (Andrade
2000, 2005; Andrade and Boulay 2003; Goodrich Andrade 2001). This research was
primarily conducted at the middle school level and typically used a rubric at the beginning
of an instructional sequence, finding rather modest results overall. Further, Reddy and
Andrade (2010) reviewed the literature on the use of rubrics in higher education, again
with somewhat mixed results. We feel that rubrics may be far more effective when used
with college students who tend to be more meta-cognitively sophisticated than their middle
school counterparts. We also think it may be more effective to use the rubric as a feedback
mechanism after an initial draft has been turned in based on a more rudimentary expli-
cation of the assignment.

The use of exemplars has also been cited as a valuable method to aid students’
understanding of marking criteria and subject standards (Sadler 1987; Orsmond et al.
2002). Exemplars (for instance, an “A” or a “B” grade essays) can be very effective
indicators of where a student should be, and studies have demonstrated improvements in
students’ work when this tool is utilized. For example, Orsmond et al. (2002) report a study
on self- and peer-assessment with students working on assessing a biology assignment
using a set of exemplars. The study revealed that exemplars were effective in promoting
higher quality of performance. Exemplars helped students to better understand standards of
the assignment and, especially in the case of peer-assessment, formed a focus for mean-
ingful formative feedback.

Further, Foster and Marasco (2007) suggested that combining rubrics and exemplars
might result in superior performance as compared to using either of these tools separately.
Presenting students with both rubrics and exemplars may allow them not only to know the
assessment criteria for a writing task, but also to know what a finished piece of writing
looks like at the different levels. In formative assessment parlance, it should help students
to know exactly where they want to be when working on their assignment. To our
knowledge, there are no studies that examined potential benefits of using rubrics or
exemplars as a form of feedback. Our study intended to do just that—we investigated
the effectiveness of rubrics and exemplars, alone and in combination, in promoting
improvement on a writing task.

Aims of the present study

In an effort to bring efficiency into the equation for formative assessment while sacrificing
as little of the effectiveness as possible, we have developed the following argument. In
order for feedback to be effective, the literature suggests that three conditions must be
realized (i.e., Black and Wiliam 1998). First, the student must have a sense of his or her
current level of performance. Second, the student must have a strong sense of what the
desired end state is so that the gap between current level and end state can be appreciated.
Third, the student must actively engage in working toward the desired end state. The
problem with meeting the first condition, providing extensive, individualized feedback to
students, is that it is often simply too time-consuming for the instructor. So the question is,
can the conditions necessary for effective feedback be realized while reducing the time
investment of the instructor?

We propose a rather bold approach toward a solution. Instead of providing extensive
individualized feedback on where a student currently is, teachers could provide extensive
feedback on the desired level of performance without any feedback on where the student is,
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and provide an incentive to the student to actively engage the material. Thus, the teacher
provides the latter two conditions necessary for feedback to be effective, and lets the
student engage in self-assessment to meet the first condition. To do that, we are proposing
giving students an extensive rubric on how their work will be evaluated, and/or providing
exemplars of poor, fair, and outstanding performance on the task. The students can then use
this material to examine their own work and determine how it can be improved. This self-
assessment can be “substituted” for extensive feedback on the current state of the student’s
work. As an incentive, we propose allowing students to revise their work and that the
revised draft will be graded, not students’ initial effort.

We realize that at first blush, this strains the definition of “providing feedback” or
formative assessment, almost to the breaking point. However, let us consider what is being
proposed here. Formative assessment, as it is typically realized, focuses on current status.
Teachers mark papers with regard to mistakes, what needs improvement, what is currently
good, etc. Usually there is not a lot of information on what outstanding performance might
look like, or what the teacher is specifically looking for (this is not always the case, but
often is so). Students often have a good idea of where they are (if they process the teacher’s
information), but not what a desired level of performance is. Also, usually there is no
incentive to improve on drafts; what has been marked is often the end of the assessment
process. In the model we investigate here, we emphasize the latter two conditions of good
feedback: a clear sense of the desired state and an incentive to engage with the material. As
to the first condition, we are leaving that up to the student. That is, we are relying on the
student to be able to assess his or her own work against a detailed rubric and/or exemplars,
judge the gap between current and desired state, determine what needs to done, and execute
the changes on the work. Doing so successfully will result in a higher mark.

To summarize, we examined possible ways to provide effective feedback that would
improve undergraduate student writing performance and be efficient for educators to
deliver. To this end, we investigated student responses to detailed, non-individualized
feedback in the form of an instructional rubric and research proposal exemplars that were
given as tools for students to use to improve their final draft and grade on the assignment.
Thus, we posed two research questions:

1. What are the effects of non-individualized feedback on students’ performance?
2. What type of non-individualized feedback is more effective in promoting improve-
ment?

Method

We addressed our research questions by employing an experimental design occurring within
the context of an actual college course. Students were given the opportunity to revise an
assignment that was part of their course requirements by using feedback they received
following the first draft of their work. We randomly assigned students to one of three feedback
conditions: (1) Rubric, in which students received a detailed description of how their work
will be graded, broken down by different levels of performance; (2) Exemplars, in which
students received three examples of the assignment, ranging from Weak to Average to
Excellent; or (3) Rubric and Exemplars, in which students received both the rubric and the
three exemplars. Upon receiving feedback, students were encouraged to use the materials to
revise and resubmit their work. Their mark on the assignment was based on their revised
work. This allowed us to study how important aspects of feedback influenced participants’
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subsequent behavior in their efforts to improve their work. The primary dependent measure
was students’ score on the revised proposal, and the covariate was the score on the first draft of
the proposal. We would like to note that we had originally intended to have a group that
received neither rubrics nor exemplars, but could not receive permission to do so from the
university IRB board where the experiment was conducted. This is a trade-off between
ensuring the ecological validity of an in situ design and the ability to put participants in a
control group that gets no feedback. The question arises, “What would happen if students
received no feedback, but did have the opportunity to re-work their assignment?” Lipnevich
and Smith (2009) were able to effectuate such a situation (in a more complexly designed
study) and found that students receiving no feedback but an opportunity to rework an essay
showed no improvement in their scores (Hedges g = 0.012, ns). Students with detailed
feedback improved strongly (g = 1.23, p < 0.001). In this study, our primary goal was to
look at the efficacy and efficiency of providing exemplars and/or rubrics, and decided to
forego a comparison with a control group in order to have the experiment take place within a
real instructional setting.

Participants

Participants in the experiment were second year students enrolled in child development
courses at three college campuses at a large Northeastern urban university. The sample size for
the experiment was 100 students, with 20 students attending campus 1, 61 attending campus 2,
and 19 attending campus 3. Study participants ranged in age from 19 to 46, with a mean age of
22.5 years (SD = 5.3). Seventeen percent of the participants were male and 83 % were
female. Of the participants, 35.4 % identified themselves as White, 24 % identified them-
selves as Asian/Pacific Islander, 6.3 % identified themselves as African American, and 34.4 %
identified themselves as Hispanic. The mean self-reported GPA was 3.1 (SD = 0.50).

Procedures

As part of the course requirements, students were asked to write a 2-3 page research
proposal demonstrating their basic understanding of methods and approaches used to
conduct research in the field of child development. Prior to the assignment, three
instructors delivered a lecture on research methods using the same set of presentation
slides. Students were required to participate in the assignment as it was part of the course,
but participation in the study was voluntary. All students agreed to participate. Because this
task was a course requirement, the ecological validity of the study was enhanced. A copy
of the assignment sheet was given out to all of the students after the presentation, and each
of the three instructors reviewed the assignment with their classes. Students were asked to
write about an issue, topic, or phenomenon in child development of their choice. The
assignment page gave several relevant suggestions, as well as a list of required components
regarding content, organization, and style guidelines. Information provided in the
assignment guidelines included a list of the criteria delineated in the instructional rubric for
the assignment (see below), but without the detailed description of the three performance
levels. Students were told that they needed to electronically submit a first draft of their
writing on a particular date, and then the instructor would email them materials to support
the revision process. Students were also given a specific date to submit their second draft.
Duration of time for writing the first and second draft was equivalent across classes.
Students’ score on the final proposal accounted for 10 % of their overall grade in the
course.
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After all first drafts were received, instructors used block randomization to ensure that
an equal number of students in each class were assigned to the three feedback conditions.
Class rosters were divided into three sets of names, and individuals in each set were
assigned either the number one, two, or three based on the order provided from a random
number generator. The three numbers represented the three feedback conditions: (1)
Rubric; (2) Exemplars; (3) Rubric and Exemplars. Instructors individually emailed each
student with their assigned form of feedback as an attachment. The format of the email was
the same across classes for each condition. Students were asked to use the attached
materials as a means to edit and revise their writing. Students were required to submit the
second draft to their instructor via email 5 days after receiving feedback.

Two of the three experimenters graded both first and second drafts of the assignment
using the instructional rubric (see Table 2). Students were not shown their draft scores. The
final scores for first and second draft used in the analyses are averages of the two scores
provided by the two raters. The agreement rate between the two raters was high
(ICC = 0.94). After turning in the second drafts, students were provided will all forms of
feedback (grading rubric and proposal exemplars) and were encouraged to revise their
work again. A student’s last draft submitted was used to count towards their final grade in
the course, but the second draft was used as the dependent variable in the study. The
maximum number of points for each draft was 30.

Rubric condition

Students in this condition received a rubric broken down into 10 criteria (see Appendix 1):
(1) Description of Research Topic, (2) Study Design, (3) Study Materials, (4) Participants,
(5) Procedures, (6) Implications of Potential Findings for Parents and Families, (7)
Implications of Potential Findings for Someone Working with Children, (8) Format, (9)
Writing/Grammar, (10) Overall Style. Each criterion was broken into three levels (corre-
sponding to three point values) of performance: (1) Below Expectations, (2) Meets
Expectations, (3) Exceeds Expectations. Key differences among the three levels of per-
formance were presented in bold for clarity.

Exemplars condition

Students in this condition were given a set of three examples of student work (see
Appendices 2, 3, 4). The three writing samples were generated based on the criteria and
levels of the instructional rubric. Thus, the three writing samples were delineated as a
Weak, Average, and Excellent research proposal.

Rubric and exemplars condition

Students in this condition received both a copy of the instructional rubric and the set of
three exemplars.

Student feedback
After all students had been debriefed on the nature of the research, the instructors asked

them to provide either oral or written feedback about the experience. Students were asked
to participate in group discussions and were given an option to write down their thoughts.
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Students from each experimental condition were asked to reflect on the effectiveness of the
specific form of feedback they had received and explain why it did and did not help them
during revisions. Students were also asked to describe how exactly they interacted with the
feedback. Seven students chose to provide written comments, and responses of all par-
ticipants who participated in an open group discussion were recorded by instructors.

Results
Analyses of differences in final scores

Analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) with the type of feedback (3 levels) as a factor and the
grade for the draft of the proposal (before revisions) as a covariate, was used to examine
differences in the second draft on the assignment. We initially conducted an analysis that
included campus as an independent variable. We found no differences or interactions with
campus (alpha = 0.05), so the campus variable was dropped from all subsequent analyses.
Results of the test of equality of variance (Lipnevich and Smith 2009) yielded a non-
significant result (F (2, 97) = 1.56, p = 0.21), indicating that the homogeneity of vari-
ances assumption was met; the Shapiro—Wilk test was also non-significant (p = 0. 466)
indicating that the assumption of normality was met as well. A preliminary analysis of
variance was conducted on the first draft scores to ensure that the groups were not different
at the start of the study. The ANOVA results were non-significant (F (2, 97) = 0.528,
p = 0.592). ANCOVA revealed significant differences among the three conditions (F (2,
96) = 4.0, p < 0.01, n2 = 0.08). Post-hoc analyses (Tukey’s LSD) revealed that students
in the Rubric condition (M = 24.6, SD = 4.1) did significantly better (p < 0.05) on their
second assignment than their counterparts in the Exemplars (M = 22.9, SD = 3.9) and
Rubric and Exemplars (M = 22.3, SD = 3.5) conditions (p < 0.05). There were no dif-
ferences in performance between students in the Exemplar and Rubric and Exemplars
conditions (p = 0.09). It is important to note that all three groups showed significant
improvement from draft one to draft two. Effect sizes (pre- to post- for each group) ranged
from 1.04 for the Exemplars and Rubric and Exemplars conditions to 1.54 for the Rubric
only condition. See Table 1 for means and standard deviations. The results for the first and
second drafts by condition are presented in Fig. 1.

Analyses of student feedback sessions

Students in the Exemplars condition received Weak, Average, and Excellent examples of a
research proposal. Interestingly, students in this condition unanimously stated that they did
not use Weak or Average examples when engaging in their revisions. A student noted: “I
only looked at the strongest essay. Why waste time on weak ones? I want my proposal to
be strong, so I modeled it after strong.” Students felt that exemplars provided great
examples of what their work should be like and felt that it was relatively easy to revise
their proposals based on it: “It was really easy to make my proposal look like the one you
[the instructor] provided.” Participants remarked that having examples of great work is the
easiest and most efficient way to ensure best outcomes in the revision process.
Similarly, students who received both rubric and exemplars stated that the exemplar of
the Excellent work was what helped them most. A student voiced an opinion supported by
all others, saying that if there is a choice between a rubric and an exemplar, he would
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Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and effect sizes for the three experimental conditions

N Draft 1 Draft 2 Cohen’s d
M SD M SD
Rubric 36 18.9 33 24.6 4.1 1.54
Exemplars 32 19.0 3.6 22.9 39 1.04
Rubric and Exemplars 32 18.7 34 22.3 3.5 1.04
Total 100 18.8 34 233 3.95 1.22
Condition
rubric exemplar both
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Fig. 1 Box and whisker plots of scores from students’ first drafts and second drafts in the three
experimental conditions

always go for the latter: “Exemplars are much more effective. They show exactly what
your essay should be like. The rubric is very detailed, but exemplars are much more clear
in what the professor expects.” One of the students in the Rubric and Exemplar combined
condition voiced a slightly different opinion: “I liked having the rubric. It told you exactly
how the essay would be graded. Exemplars showed you what it should look like, so having
both was very helpful.” Some students in this group nodded in agreement, but restated the
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higher perceived value of the Excellent exemplar, as compared to the rubric. Similarly to
the participants from the Exemplars condition, students reported merely glancing at the
Weak and Average example without interacting with them. “What’s the point? You want
your essay to be strong, not average or weak!” said one student. Most students who
received exemplars echoed this view.

Students in the Rubric condition felt that this form of feedback was highly effective in
helping them revise their work. A student proposed: “The rubric was very detailed, so I
could go line by line, point by point and make sure I hit everything the way I was expected
to.” The participants reported that having a rubric made them break their proposals into
separate components and work on making sure they appropriately addressed ever point.
Students in the rubric group thought that having an example of the best proposal would
have helped them to make revisions, but they did feel that rubric was greatly helpful.

Overall, the three groups agreed that having the opportunity to write and then revise
their proposal was highly valuable. Students noted that due to demands of their lives, they
often do not spend enough time writing and editing, and being encouraged to write and
then re-engage with their work helped them to improve. Students appreciated the feedback
and opined that having the Excellent exemplar was the form of feedback that was most
effective and conducive to improvement. Students who were only presented with the rubric
very much appreciated this form of feedback, but wished to have had an exemplar as well.

Discussion

The current study investigated the efficacy of providing detailed rubrics and written
exemplars as a form of feedback to promote improvement in college students’ written
work. The results revealed that all three conditions led to improvement that was significant,
and strong in terms of effect size. That is, giving students the opportunity to revise their
written work, and providing them with information on how to improve, led to substantially
enhanced performance.

These findings are generally consistent with the argument that feedback containing
information on how an individual’s work can be improved is highly effective. We note that
the type of feedback used in our study carries no notion of how well the student had done
up to that point. One might argue that because students were not informed about their
current performance (i.e., grades, scores, qualitative evaluations, comments specific to
their work), that they did not receive feedback at all. We feel, however, that presenting
students with either a detailed rubric, or a set of exemplars, and encouraging them to
evaluate their work against these materials created a very powerful formative assessment/
feedback situation. The data from our study certainly suggest that this indeed was the case.
It appears that students were able to assess their first efforts against either a rubric spec-
ifying grading criteria, or an exemplar of a good quality written essay, and make effective
use of this information to improve their performance. We also note that the feedback
provided did not involve social comparison or evaluation against a standard or norm. Thus,
due to the fact that students’ only sense of how well they had performed was based on their
own assessment, it may well be the case that the negative affect associated with getting a
grade (see, e.g., Lipnevich and Smith 2009a) was avoided in this approach. We would also
like to emphasize that there were no negative statements contained in the feedback that
students received. Whether this affected students’ mood and motivation is speculative, as
we did not measure affect in this study. It may be an avenue for future studies.
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The effectiveness of our feedback may stem from the fact that neither rubric nor
exemplar contained specific evaluation of student performance. Roos and Hamilton (2005)
found that detailed neutral feedback is especially important for tasks that are loosely
framed and do not have a clear “right” or “wrong” answer. The task employed in the
current study fits the conceptualization of a loosely framed assessment of student perfor-
mance (as compared to a multiple choice or short answer test). Not only did it require a
strong command of the English language and good writing skills, it also required deep
understanding and integration of numerous course-related concepts. The complex nature of
this task helps to explain the role that feedback played in students’ performance. Although
students did not receive explicit information on where they currently stood with regard to
the task, they did receive an explanation of what the expectation was (Rubric), or were
presented examples of what good (or not so good) work really looked like (Exemplars), or
both. As a result, it is possible that this kind of feedback prompted students to process
information on a deeper level. After all, they had to decide whether they satisfied the
requirements of the assignments, figure out what exactly they did wrong, and find ways to
fix their work.

In terms of differences among experimental conditions, the Rubric condition pro-
duced the biggest net growth in performance, with students who received rubric alone
generating a greater effect size by about 0.50, as compared to the other two conditions.
Rubrics have been shown to be effective for communicating expectations to students
(Andrade and Du 2005). Andrade (2005) notes that effective rubrics in writing clarify
learning goals, guide educators’ feedback on students’ progress toward the goals, and
allow students to judge their final writing product based on the degree to which they
have met the learning goals. However, in her research, provision of rubrics as part of a
feedback process was not as effective as the results seen here. We speculate that the
essential difference in her findings and ours is that we were working with students who
were older and perhaps more advanced with regard to general academic abilities (being
college students). To our knowledge, no studies have previously examined rubrics as a
form of feedback on a writing draft. Nicol and Macfarlane (2006) note difficulties in
communicating directly to students what is expected of them in their writing, and argue
that providing exemplars is a good way to address this problem. Indeed, we expected
the exemplar condition to be the one that would return the most positive results, but the
data indicate otherwise. Possibly, presenting rubrics only after students complete a draft
of their assignment makes this tool even more effective as compared to offering it
before students start writing (as used by Andrade and colleagues). This is something
that future inquiries may want to explore. What is particularly interesting to us is that
the Rubric only condition resulted in higher scores than the Rubric and Exemplars
condition.

Focus group discussions that followed the experiment revealed that students focused
almost solely on the best example when provided with exemplars, ignoring the poor and
the average ones. Similarly, in the combined Rubric and Exemplars condition, students
tended to only consider the best example, or focus on the exemplar more than the rubric.
We believe that providing the rubric alone may have forced students to examine what they
had done, and look to see how it met the requirements of the task, rather than trying to
imitate the exemplar without checking their understanding of the task. This may represent
what researchers have termed “mindfulness” (Bangert-Drowns et al. 1991). These authors
argue that engendering mindfulness is the key feature in effective use of feedback. The
results of this study demonstrated that the rubric may have called for a more sincere and
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mindful engagement, which resulted in the student carrying out effective revision practices
and thus improving their performance on the essay (although it should be kept in mind that
students using exemplars also experienced substantial gains). Another possibility is that the
rubric group showed the largest gains because the assignments were marked using the
rubrics that the students were given. However, this would not explain why the rubric and
exemplar performed similarly to the exemplar only group and not similarly to the rubric
only group. The notion that the rubric engendered stronger engagement with the nature of
the task seems a better explanation at this point.

Interestingly, although providing written feedback is a common form of writing
instruction, according to Parr and Timperley (2010) feedback has not typically been a
central theoretical concern in the literature on writing instruction. Thus, furthering our
understanding of differential effects of feedback on students’ learning is central to ensuring
optimal outcomes of education (Lipnevich and Smith 2009a). This, combined with our
finding that non-individualized feedback that is fairly easy for an instructor to deliver
results in significant improvement, makes this study directly applicable to everyday
teaching practices.

Limitations and future directions

Although the present study was strengthened by the in situ nature of the research, we
acknowledge that what we have found here is that students made substantial improve-
ments on the task “at hand.” We do not know whether students receiving feedback on
their written assignment would perform better in a subsequent task. One clear venue for
future research is to examine how differential feedback influences subsequent learning in
a course. It is, of course, difficult to conduct research that would vary the nature of the
feedback that students receive on a randomized basis throughout an entire course, both
for practical and ethical reasons. However, it may not be impossible. Further, although
students emphasized the importance of revisions, a study could compare students
receiving rubric and exemplars before they start working on their assignment to those
who receive rubric and exemplars after they submit the first draft. It’s not too fanciful to
speculate that the second group would fare better, however, these differences should be
tested. Additionally, future studies may examine qualitative changes in student writing
depending on the feedback they receive. Finally, we need to consider the fact that there
was no “control” group for this study. We do not know how well students would do if
simply offered the opportunity to spend more time on their paper and submit a second
draft.

Those limitations considered, we are greatly intrigued and encouraged by these results.
They open up a realm of possibilities with regard to working with students to improve their
skills, not only in the subject area under consideration, but their ability to self-assess, and
to use that self-assessment productively in their educational endeavors.

Appendix 1

See Table 2.
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Appendix 2
Excellent Proposal Exemplar

Running head: MAINSTREAMING VS SEGREGATING

Mainstreaming versus Segregating: Which Approach is Conducive to Development?
Jane Smith
Queens College

THIS IS A STRONG PROPOSAL, WITH STUDENT SCORING THE MAXIMUM
NUMBER OF POINTS (30)

I would like to conduct a study to determine the effectiveness of special education
programs as compared to inclusive classrooms for children with special needs. Specifically,
I would like to focus on how children who have special needs can either fail or thrive in
these classroom settings. I am hoping to be able to determine which setting will bring the
greatest results for children with special needs.

In order to successfully and efficiently carry out this study, I will use several meth-
odological approaches. First, I will use experimental design, in which I will randomly
assign participants to two classrooms: inclusive and special education. Experimental
studies allow us to conclude whether one of these instructional approaches causes
improvement in students. I will administer a series of pretests, measuring motivation, self-
efficacy, emotion, as well as subject matter knowledge. 6 month later I will retest my
participants on all the measures to compare whether one of these groups did better.

Second, I will track my students longitudinally. I will administer the aforementioned
assessments twice a year for a period of 3 years in order to see in which environment
students fare better. The same students will participate. Longitudinal design will allow us
to make conclusions about gradual changes occurring over time.

Third, I will use naturalistic observation in both special education classrooms and
inclusion classrooms. I will use a checklist to record students’ behaviors. I will record how
special needs children are doing academically and socially in both settings; and analyze my
findings to see which one works better for children with special needs. Observations will be
conducted for a week every 6 months by the same experimenter. Although observations
are rather subjective, they will provide us will rich data on students’ in-class behaviors.

Participants will include 50 children with documented qualification for special services
that are 7 years old, and will be studied until they turn 10 years old. I will try to select
participants of various ethnic backgrounds, races, and SES. I will try to recruit 25 male and
25 female students.

The implications of studying this issue in terms of how it will affect a family is
extremely important because of the rise of special needs children diagnoses. As of 2010,
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention lists the prevalence rate for autism, for
example, as 1 in 110 children. If 1 in 110 children are diagnosed with autism, and there are
so many other disabilities, the amount of families with special needs children that will need
guidance is monumental. This study will enable parents of children with special needs to
make informed decisions on which classroom environment will best suit their child and
enable them to flourish, learn, and grow to the best of their abilities.

The implications of this issue in terms of how it will affect myself and professionals
who will be working with children is vital as well. I believe one of the most important
things in being an educator is to understand that every child, with special needs or not, is
different and therefore learns differently. All educators need to understand that enabling
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children to learn to the best of their abilities requires flexibility and personalization. My
study will show the importance of how different children thrive in different environments,
and show educators how to accommodate and understand every child that passes through
their classroom doors to the best of their abilities. This study may have serious policy
implications. Superintendents of large districts may decide to introduce more special needs
classrooms or inclusive classrooms, depending on the findings.

In conclusion, my study on whether special needs children succeed better in inclusion or
integrated classrooms is of extreme importance to both families, educators, and most
importantly the children themselves. This study will enable teachers and other school
professionals to understand whether children with special needs learn better in certain
environments. It is of extreme importance, and could be life changing for the future
education.

Appendix 3
Average Proposal Exemplar

Mainstreaming versus segregating: Which Approach is Conducive to Development?
Jane Smith
Queens College

THIS IS AN AVERAGE PROPOSAL, WITH STUDENT SCORING BETWEEN
18-22 POINTS

I would like to conduct a study to determine the effectiveness of special education
programs as compared to inclusive classrooms for children with special needs. People send
their children to all kinds of schools, so parents should know which one is the best. For
children with special needs, being in a classroom that fits their needs can make a big
difference for how well they do in school.

In order to carry out this study, I will use several methods. First, I will use experimental
design, in which I will lace participants into two classrooms: inclusive and special edu-
cation. I will measure their motivation, self-efficacy, emotion, as well as subject matter
knowledge. 6 month later I will retest my participants on all the measure to compare
whether one of these groups did better. Second, I conduct longitudinal design. I will
measure motivation, self-efficacy, emotion, as well as subject matter knowledge twice a
year for a period of 3 years in order to see in which environment students fare better. Third,
I will use naturalistic observation in both special education classrooms and inclusion
classrooms. I will use a checklist to record students’ behaviors. I would like to study 50
children with special needs. The participants will be 7 years old, and will be studied until
they turn 10 years old.

The implications of studying this issue in terms of how it will affect a family is
extremely important because of the rise of special needs children diagnoses. As of 2010,
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention lists the prevalence rate for Autism, for
example, as 1 in 110 children. If 1 in 110 children are diagnosed with Autism, and there are
so many other disabilities, the amount of families with special needs children that will need
guidance is monumental.

The implications of this issue in terms of how it will affect myself and professionals
who will be working with children is vital as well. I believe one of the most important
things in being an educator is to understand that every child, with special needs or not, is
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different and therefore learns differently. All educators need to understand that in order to
enable children to learn to the best of their abilities requires flexibility and personalization.
My study will show the importance of how different children thrive in different envi-
ronments, and show educators how to accommodate and understand every child that passes
through their classroom doors to the best of their abilities.

In conclusion, my study on whether special needs children succeed better in inclusion or
integrated classrooms is of extreme importance to both families, educators, and most
importantly the children themselves. This study will enable teachers and other school
professionals to understand whether children with special needs learn better in certain
environments. It is of extreme importance, and could be life changing for the future
education.

Appendix 4
Weak Proposal Exemplar

Mainstreaming versus segregating: Which Approach is Conducive to Development?
Jane Smith

THIS IS A WEAK PROPOSAL, WITH STUDENT SCORING LESS THAN 10
POINTS.

I would like to study how good special education programs are. Also, if they are better
than mainstreaming. To study special needs is very important. Children who have special
needs need to have attention from parents and teachers. It will be very important to know
what kind of classroom is better to them.

In order to carry out this study, I am going to observe children in school and at home
and see whether students in mainstreamed classes do better or do worse than children in
special education classes. Observations are good because you see what actually happens in
classes. It is very important to observe children because you can also notice a lot of
different things. You can also observe in childrens home. I will also interview teachers and
parents and ask them questions about who does better. I will study boys and girls who have
different special needs. Maybe I will ask 10 childrens.

The importance of studying this issue is extremely important because of the rise of
special needs children diagnoses. Parents will appreciate if they know what they do.
Nowadays people do not whether special education classes or mainstreamed classes are
good for your child. That’s why the study is very important. For children it will also be
important.

The importance of this issue in terms of how it will affect educators is also important.
Because educators would like to know what to do with special needs children to help them
learn a lot of things and grow.
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