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Preface

Archimedes famously said “Give me a lever long enough and a 
fulcrum on which to place it, and I shall move the world.” He 
was, of course, extolling the extraordinary power of the lever. In 
education, feedback is that lever, and what it moves is student 
learning. Feedback is information, based on evidence in student 
work that helps students learn and improve. There is ample evi-
dence that, if done well, feedback can do this—and ample evi-
dence that it does not always do so.

The purpose of this book is to present, from a practical and 
useful perspective, what is known about using feedback to 
improve student learning. It is written for teacher education stu-
dents who are learning about feedback, practicing teachers who 
are interested in improving their feedback to students, and edu-
cation researchers who study feedback. The book is organized 
into six chapters. Chapter 1 describes a framework for thinking 
about formative assessment, of which feedback is a major com-
ponent. Chapter 2 describes how feedback needs to be rooted 
in the goals of learning and connected to criteria for that learn-
ing. Chapters 3 and 4, together, describe the characteristics of 
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effective feedback, providing a summary of what we know about 
the feedback message itself, the student and teacher learning that 
should result, and the next instructional moves that will ensure 
feedback is used effectively. While most of the book is about 
feedback from teachers to students, Chapter  5 discusses feed-
back from other sources, including self- and peer assessment, 
and feedback from computers. Chapter 6 concludes our book by 
discussing how feedback may be improved.
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1
Formative Assessment and  
Feedback in the Classroom

The literature on formative assessment has increased substan-
tially in the last 18 years. We can easily find definitions of class-
room formative assessment in books and articles; however, 
frameworks that guide our thinking about formative assess-
ments are rarer.

The goal of this chapter is to introduce you to a framework 
for thinking about feedback and formative assessment in the 
classroom. The framework was designed with two essential pur-
poses in mind: (a) to provide a model for thinking about forma-
tive assessment and feedback in the classroom, and (b) to help 
conceptualize feedback in a context broader than oral or written 
comments in response to student work. This model then pro-
vides a way to organize the information presented in each of the 
subsequent chapters of this book.

We begin with a general discussion of formative assessment 
and feedback in the classroom that provides a larger context for 
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a description of the major aspects of the framework. This dis-
cussion includes an overview of studies that were intended to 
evaluate the impact of feedback on student learning. We then 
describe the framework in detail. The chapter closes with a gen-
eral discussion/overview of the role, purpose, and functions of 
classroom feedback.

Some Background in Formative Assessment  
and Feedback

Black and Wiliam (1998) defined formative assessment as “encom-
passing all those activities undertaken by teachers, and/or by 
their students, which provide information to be used as feed-
back to modify the teaching and learning activities in which 
they are engaged” (p. 7). In this definition feedback is a critical 
component of the formative assessment process. However, not 
all definitions of formative assessment include feedback. For 
example, Bell and Cowie (1999) defined formative assessment 
as the “process used by teachers and students to recognize and 
respond to student learning in order to enhance learning dur-
ing the learning” (p. 198); and Shepard, Hammerness, Darling- 
Hammond, and Rust (2005) defined it as the “assessment 
carried out during the instructional process for the purpose 
of improving teaching or learning” (p. 275). The Assessment 
Reform Group (nd) in England proposed five elements of assess-
ment. Feedback was included as one of these elements but it 
was not at the center of what the group called “assessment 
to improve learning.”1 Leahy, Lyon, Thompson, and Wiliam 
(2005) identify feedback as a strategy of formative assessment. 
In a more recent definition of formative assessment the term 
feedback disappears:

Assessment functions formatively to the extent that evidence about 
student achievement is elicited, interpreted, and used by teachers, 
learners, or their peers to make decision about the next steps in 
instruction that are likely to be better, or better founded, than the deci-
sions they would have made in the absence of that evidence.

(Wiliam, 2011a, p. 43)
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Whether the term is part of the definition or not, feedback 
is regarded as a critical characteristic of formative assessment. 
Different models have been developed to capture the essence of 
feedback in the context of formative assessment (e.g., there are 
models of formative assessment around feedback; see Heritage, 
2010). Indeed, to evaluate the impact of formative assessment 
on improving student learning, researchers mainly cite studies on 
the effects of feedback.

A substantial literature of books and papers on the topic of 
feedback and its impact on student learning has accumulated over 
the last 20 years. Multiple meta-analyses have provided evidence 
of the effects of feedback on student learning. Feedback has been 
considered one of the most powerful interventions in education 
(Hattie, 1999) but also one with the highest variability in its 
effects (Hattie & Gan, 2011). Most of the recent meta-analyses 
(e.g., Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Van 
der Kleij, Feskens, & Eggen, 2015) and reviews (Black & Wil-
iam, 1998; Shute, 2008) have demonstrated positive effects on 
student learning outcomes (medium- to large-effect sizes), with 
a few exceptions showing small effects (Bangert-Drowns, Kulik, 
Kulik, & Morgan, 1991) and even negative effects (Kluger & 
DeNisi, 1996; Shute, 2008). Many resources present detailed 
results of these meta-analyses and reviews (e.g., Black & Wil-
iam, 1998; Brookhart, 2004, 2007; Mory, 2004; Shute, 2008; 
Wiliam, 2011a, 2011b).

Despite this accumulated evidence of the effects of feedback, 
it is difficult to determine clearly what specific types of feedback 
are effective (Shute, 2008). Furthermore, the overall results of the 
meta-analyses indicate that not all types of feedback are equally 
effective. Different issues account for this variability of impact. 
One of the major issues is that feedback has not been consis-
tently characterized across studies (Ruiz-Primo  & Li, 2013a). 
Feedback can be characterized, for example, by dimensions 
such as (a) who provides the feedback (e.g., teacher, peer, self,  
technology-based), (b) the setting in which the feedback is 
delivered (e.g., individual student, small group, whole class), 
(c) the role of the student in the feedback event (e.g., provider, 
receiver), (d) the focus of the feedback (e.g., product, process, or 


