
W
hat distinguishes an av-
erage performer from an 
expert? A piano player 
from a virtuoso? An ama-

teur from a chess Grandmaster? Erics-
son and Pool in Peak: Secrets From 

the New Science of Expertise dis-
covered that the 
primary difference 

was deliberate prac-
tice.1 “Deliberate 

practice is pur-
poseful practice 

that knows where it’s going and how 
to get there.”2 One element of delib -
erate practice is feedback.3 Feedback 
is also ranked as one of the top con-
tributors to student learning in Hat-
tie’s Visible Learning: A Synthesis of 
Over 800 Meta-Analyses Relating to 
Achievement,4 and Quinton and 
Smallbone observed that “Feedback is 
the most powerful single factor that 
enhances achievement and increases 
the probability that learning will hap-
pen.”5  

Feedback can be made even more 
powerful when it is bidirectional—not 
just given to students but also sought 

by teachers from students. Hattie dis-
cussed how he realized the value of 
bidirectional feedback. In the early 
1990s, he had already discovered  
that feedback was one of the most 
important influences on achievement, 
but he didn’t understand the role it 
played. He thought its influence 
stemmed primarily from what teach-
ers provided for students, but then he 
discovered that feedback was most 
impactful when it moved from stu-
dent to teacher.6  

How can teachers seek feedback 
from their students? One way is to ask 
for feedback from students on the 
feedback that they are given. A teacher 
gives feedback and asks students to re-
flect upon it, after which he or she re-
sponds to the students’ reflections. 
Thus, the instruction moves “from 
monologue to dialogue.”7 The focus of 
this article is to discuss why getting 
students involved in a feedback dia-
logue is valuable and how teachers 
can use this simple technique to invite 
students into this conversation.  
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Feedback as a  
Conversation:  
The Power of Bidirectional Feedback 



The Value of a Feedback Dialogue 
One value of engaging in a feed-

back dialogue is that it allows teach-
ers to examine the effectiveness of 
the feedback they give. Price et al. 
studied how teachers and students 
viewed bidirectional feedback—feed-
back given and received. They con-
cluded that teachers “lived with the 
dissonance about its benefits and 
their beliefs about the limited extent 
of student engagement but rarely at-
tempted to measure the effect of the 
feedback they provid[ed].”8 Faculty 
measured the effectiveness of feed-
back given to the students by its 
quantity rather than its quality.9  

Student responses to feedback 
given by teachers can be used to test 
the quality of the feedback. Brown, 
Roediger, and McDaniel give an exam-
ple of this; they compare self-testing 
to pilots relying on instruments in-
stead of their senses, since pilots are 
vulnerable to a “host of perceptual il-
lusions.”10 Self-testing, like flight in-
struments, can reveal illusions of stu-
dent mastery and help teachers take 
corrective action. For teachers, seeking 
feedback from students on feedback 
given is a way to self-test, to fly using 
instruments instead of perception.     
It answers the question, “Is the feed-
back given effective?” Every feedback 
cycle—giving students feedback and 
receiving their response to it—can 
then become a learning opportunity 
for both teachers and students. When 
teachers learn how their feedback was 
received, they can become even better 
at giving feedback.  

A feedback dialogue also helps to 
facilitate clearer communication with 
students. Price et al. said, “Written 
feedback without dialogue often cre-
ate[s] frustration and disengagement.”11 
For example, one student wrote about 
a teacher’s feedback, “What does clar-
ify your aims and objectives mean?”12 
When teachers ask students to respond 
to feedback, they create an opportunity 
for students to help their instructors 
clarify the feedback.  

Asking for a response also ad-
dresses another problem with mono-
logic feedback. When teachers provide 
feedback without requiring a response, 

students are less likely to engage with 
it. Ajjawi and Boud said, “Feedback as 
‘telling,’ which positions the learner as 
a passive recipient, is problematic, as 
the act of telling does nothing to en-
sure that the learner has read or lis-
tened to the feedback, understood it or 
acted upon it.”13  

Feedback needs to be more than 
just a teacher responding to a student, 
whether in conversation or in writing, 
about a single assignment. It should be 
more than what one student described 
as “just a one-off block—it’s unrelated 
to everything else I do.”14 Asking stu-
dents to respond to feedback at the 
very least ensures that they read it, but 
more important, provides them an op-
portunity for reflection, shows them 
that feedback is valu-
able, and helps them 
connect feedback to 
their next assignment.  

There is also a biblical 
precedent for transforming feedback 
from a monologue to a dialogue. 
God doesn’t just speak to humans 
but calls them into a conversation 
with Him. He says: “‘Come now, let us 
reason together’” (Isaiah 1:18, ESV).15 
He invites humans to respond to Him: 
“‘Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, 
and you will find; knock, and it will be 
opened to you’” (Matthew 7:7). Some 
of the best learning in the Bible hap-
pened in the context of conversation: 
Jesus speaking with the woman at the 
well and His talking with Nicodemus at 
night.  

 
How to Start a Feedback Dialogue 

How then can teachers transform 
feedback from a monologue to a dia-
logue? One way is to conduct short 
writing conferences. However, al-
though this successfully stimulates 
student response and stimulates dia-
logue about essay assignments, it may 
not be practical for teachers with lim-
ited time and larger class sizes. An al-
ternative is to designate class time for 
students to read and write a reflection 
on the feedback they have been given. 
Quinton and Smallbone argue for this, 
writing that: “There is a strong case 
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for linking time spent in class on re-
flection to the feedback and assess-
ment cycle. Students are interested in 
and value feedback, and there is evi-
dence . . . that it can prompt reflection 
and deeper learning.”16  

Quinton and Smallbone developed 
a set of questions that can be asked 
during class time:  

1. “What are my feelings about 
this feedback?” allows students “to 
separate their emotional response to 
the feedback from rational thought 
and begin to reflect.”17  

2. “What do I think about the 
feedback?”18 provides for analysis and 
evaluation of the feedback.  

3. “Based on this feedback, what 
actions could I take to improve my 
work for another assignment?”19 en-
courages students to consider the re-
lationships between assignments.  

Quinton and Smallbone’s ques-
tions are helpful; however, I have de-
veloped my own two questions to 
create a “Feedback on Feedback” sur-
vey that takes only about 10 to 15 
minutes of class time: (1) What did 
you learn from the feedback? and (2) 
Do you have any questions about the 
feedback? The first question encour-
ages reflection on the feedback; the 
second provides for clarification of 
the feedback. I have used this survey 
for several years and have found that 
it adds value to my feedback. Much 
of the enhanced value has occurred 
in the areas already mentioned re-
garding the importance of a dialogic 
approach to feedback. 

  
The Impact of a Feedback Dialogue on a 
Classroom 

The first added value I have no-
ticed is the provision of a window 
when I can assess the feedback I   
have given. Prior to using this survey, 
I was like the participants in the Price 
et al. study who didn’t know whether 
the feedback they had given was effec-
tive.20 Kluger and DeNisi wrote: “Most 
critically, we . . . suggest that practi-
tioners interested in developing and 
implementing feedback interventions 
take the time to test the effectiveness 

of . . . interventions rather than sim-
ply assume that they work.”21 One 
way I was able to assess the feedback 
I provided was that it helped to reveal 
gaps between what I thought I was 
communicating and what my students 
understood. For example, one student 
asked why several sentences were un-
derlined in her essay. I had intended 
this as a compliment to her since I un-
derline sentences that stand out to 
me; however, given the panicked way 
she asked the question, I realized I 
needed to clarify my intent by adding 
positive comments whenever I under-
lined a sentence.  

Reading student responses also 
showed me gaps in their learning, 
since they made comments such as 
the following:  

• “How could I have tied the sub -
topics together better?”  

• “I don’t understand how to write 
consistently using third person.”  

• “I got confused with in-text cita-
tions.”  

• “I wish we had gone over APA 
[style] more before we turned in our 
papers.”  

Knowing the topics about which 
students felt confused provided me 
with direction for planning subse-
quent class periods. 

The survey also addressed how 
well students understood feedback. It 
both permitted and encouraged them 
to ask clarifying questions about the 
feedback I had provided. Often this in-
volved a student raising his or her 
hand while taking the feedback survey 
and asking me to come over and talk. 
At this point, the student might point 
out a specific comment on his or her 
paper and ask, “What do you mean by 
this?” Before I gave the survey, stu-
dents rarely asked clarifying questions 
about my feedback unless it involved 
disputing a grade, but since I began to 
dedicate class time for reflection on 
my feedback, my students have felt 
more comfortable asking questions. 
These questions and my follow-up has 
increased my students’ understanding 
of the feedback.  

Students’ response to feedback has 
also deepened their learning. It solidi-
fies what they have learned from the 
feedback and gives them additional 
insights into their writing. One stu-
dent responded to the feedback sur-
vey by saying, “I’ve learned that to 
have an effective paper, you need to 
understand your sources.” Another 
student said, “Small statements I 
make that are specific help readers 
imagine what I’ve gone through.” Re-
flection has also provided opportunity 
for “feedforward”; that is, it provides 
them with further direction for future 
work. A student said, “The feedback 
pointed out what I need to practice 
and focus on, as well as encouraged 
me on my writing strengths.”  

Starting a dialogue around feed-
back is clearly beneficial to both 
teachers and students. The value of 
feedback surveys became clear to me 
as the result of my experience in 
teaching four sections of composition 
each semester for several years. Each 
semester felt like a grading marathon; 
I had to respond to about 800 pages 
of student writing. Although I spent 
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Students rarely 

asked clarifying 

questions about my 

feedback unless it in-

volved disputing a 

grade, but since I 

began to dedicate 

class time for reflec-

tion on my feedback, 

my students have felt 

more comfortable 

asking questions. 



10 to 15 hours per assignment giving 
feedback, it had not occurred to me 
to set aside even 10 or 15 minutes of 
class time for the students to reflect 
on my feedback!  

Like many teachers, I knew that 
giving good feedback was one of my 
responsibilities, but I had thought very 
little about the students’ responsibility 
regarding my feedback. I hoped that 
they read it and wished they would do 
more with it than crumple it up and 
throw it in the trash, but beyond that, 
I hadn’t considered what they would 
or could do with it.  

My lack of awareness could have 
occurred because feedback as dialogue 
is a relatively new concept in the liter-
ature, having developed only over the 
past 10 years or so.22 I felt energized by 
my recognition that there was plenty 
of recent literature on the value of ask-
ing students to reflect on feedback. 
Dawson et al. discuss teachers like me 

when they say, “We do not know to 
what extent staff and students have 
been brought along with the changing 
understandings of feedback occurring 
in the literature.”23 Only as I reflected 
on the amount of work I invested in 
grading essays and wondered how to 
ensure that my efforts achieved greater 
impact did I realize I needed to de-
velop new strategies, and thus began 
to ask for feedback on my feedback. 
Later, I discovered the literature sup-
ported this move! 

Teaching, especially teaching writ-
ing that requires copious amounts of 
reading and responding, allows little 
time for reflection. If you haven’t al-
ready asked what impact your feed-
back is making on students, start 
doing so. The method I have used is 
simple and does not require much 
class time—maybe an additional hour 
out of a semester. It doesn’t add much 
work, either, since many of the ques-
tions students ask about feedback can 

be easily answered in class while they 
are completing the survey. It might re-
quire occasionally reviewing material 
already covered or adding lessons to a 
tight schedule, but even these need 
not take much time. A 10-minute lec-
ture response to questions that several 
students have asked about the feed-
back given to them by the instructor is 
class time well spent.  

 
Overcoming Barriers to a Feedback        
Dialogue 

While I believe I have a good case 
for the value and ease of bidirectional 
feedback, I do recognize there are bar-
riers to achieving it. One barrier is that 
it may make teachers feel vulnerable. 
What if students criticize the feed-
back? I have received very few nega-
tive responses from students as a re-
sult of the feedback I have given them. 
The handful of negative responses 
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have been comments such as “Why a 
76 percent?!” and “Hopefully, I never 
come across a literature review again 
in my life.” There will always be the 
possibility of negative responses, but 
even those reactions are instructive,  
revealing where change is needed, 
which is exactly what I want from my 
students when I give them feedback. 

Some teachers might be afraid that 
by encouraging students to ask ques-
tions about feedback, they will open 
Pandora’s Box, out of which will 
emerge students who persistently hag-
gle and criticize rather than pose legiti-
mate questions or concerns. I’ve rarely 
had students use the feedback survey 
as a place to argue about their grade. If 
anything, asking for feedback has chal-
lenged my own assumptions about 
students—for example, that they only 
care about grades and not about learn-
ing. Before I started doing the feed-
back survey, most of my interactions 
over feedback were with students who 
expressed dissatisfaction about their 
grade. Now my interactions are with 
the whole class, and are more diverse 
than in the past. The biggest surprise 
is the positive reactions I’ve received 
from my feedback. Students have 
made comments such as these:  

• “I loved the feedback; it helped 
me see what I need to work on.”  

• “The feedback I got on the essay 
was clear and made sense.”  

• “The feedback was great to bet-
ter my grammar.”  

• “I liked the way you read 
through my paper; you helped me no-
tice things.”  

• “Thank you for the detailed feed-
back.”  

Those comments encouraged me 
and made me want to continue the 
hard work of feedback. Teachers often 
think of feedback as a tool to motivate 
students, but positive feedback from 
students can motivate us as well. 
Their responses help us see that we 
are not responding to work in a vac-
uum and that the work of feedback 
does have an impact on students.  

In Make It Stick: The Science of Suc-
cessful Learning, Brown, Roediger, and 
McDaniel recommend making small 
moves in teaching that can signifi-
cantly affect student learning.24 They 
wrote: “Much of what we’ve been 
doing as teachers and students isn’t 
serving us well, but some compara-
tively simple changes could make a big 
difference.”25 One such change is to 
engage in bidirectional feedback.    
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