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Making assessment a learning experience

Leeds Metropolitan University
What is digital audio? 
Digital audio files enable sound information to be stored or played on a computer or mobile device and shared electronically with others. A digital audio recorder that records to MP3 format and has a USB port to upload files to a computer is one option. Another is to download audio recording and editing software such as Audacity®.
What is a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE)?
A Virtual Learning Environment or VLE is an online system comprising a range of tools to support learning and the management of learning. VLEs, for example, provide online access to learning resources and support peer-to-peer and learner-to-tutor communication.
Background

Leeds Metropolitan University has strong regional links with 15 further education colleges in the north of England and Northern Ireland to enable students to follow foundation degrees accredited by the university in their home area. 

When National Teaching Fellow Bob Rotheram moved from Nottingham Trent University to become a Reader in Assessment, Learning and Teaching at Leeds Metropolitan University, he took with him the idea of using digital audio files to improve the quality of feedback. Earlier trials of the concept at Nottingham Trent University indicated that digital audio files are more effective for students and may save practitioners time. 

With funding from the JISC Users and Innovation programme, the idea developed into the first phase of the Sounds Good project, which involved 17 academic staff and their students across a range of disciplines and levels of study. 

Challenge

Assessment and feedback have been cited by students as the least satisfactory aspects of their university experience (National Student Survey 2008). Assessors also record dissatisfaction with the amount of time that is spent in giving feedback and with the weak level of response their comments elicit. Against this background, the Sounds Good project set out in 2008 to establish whether digital audio could make feedback a more beneficial experience for both students and academic staff.

Transforming practice

Practitioners volunteering for the first stage of the Sounds Good project were recommended to select coursework-based modules on which formative and summative feedback is normally given. 

The selected modules included:
· A Masters level business process and management module

· A Level 1 sports-related module in skill acquisition and motor control 

The first example is a 20-credit module taken by full-time, campus-based students on business-related Masters degree programmes which is assessed via a presentation and written report. Twenty two students taking this module participated in the Sounds Good trial, receiving formative feedback via audio on their presentations and summative feedback via audio on their written reports.

The experience presented few technical problems: despite initially forgetting to set the recorder to MP3 format, module leader Ollie Jones went on to make digital audio recordings with ease. He noted that it may have taken more time to upload the files to the university’s VLE, but recording the feedback had saved time: ‘... bit of work in organising and posting [feedback to students], but offset by the ease of completing [the] feedback.’ Once he had devised the strategy of using the pause button to record comments as they arose, recording feedback in fact took no longer than writing comments. 

Assessment of the second example, a Level 1 sports-related module, includes a laboratory report written in an appropriate scientific format. This component prompted the module team to use digital audio for another purpose: many first-year students taking the module have insufficient experience of writing formal scientific reports and would benefit from feed-forward guidance via audio file, as well as feedback on their completed work. 
Using Audacity sound-recording software, the sports science team produced three audio files. The first recording noted points of importance and common pitfalls when writing scientific reports. The second explained the assessment framework and the third gave feedback on individuals’ work. The team then held a face-to-face group session to ensure that all students had grasped the rationale behind the marks they received. 

The approach taken by the sports science team in the second example has been highly praised in student evaluations. From everyone’s perspective, time spent in developing the feed-forward files, which could be used again and again, had been well spent: 

‘It [sound recording] was always there: they could use it as a template, go back to it time and time again, as opposed to when I say it once in a seminar, it’s lost if they don’t write it down.’ Dr Steve Cobley, senior lecturer in sport, exercise and physical education, Leeds Metropolitan University

e-Learning advantage

Approximately 90% of students involved in the Sounds Good project responded positively to the use of audio files, although some preferred a combination of written and audio-recorded comments. When students expressed dislike of the approach, this was often linked to the length of the recording – ‘...if they are too long, you tend to switch off and miss information’ – indicating that audio files, like any pedagogical tool, need to be used thoughtfully and appropriately.

When feedback was given on completed reports, students thought that it was personal and relevant to their needs. Some also reported that they ‘understood better’ why the mark had been awarded, because comments made by the tutor could be checked against the audio explanation of the assessment criteria. There were clear advantages for students whose first language is not English, and some dyslexic students also found the audio option beneficial.
On the business process and management module, some notable benefits were recorded:

· Feedback from the students’ point of view was likely to be richer and more balanced: ‘Often when you’re marking, on the tenth script making the same mistake, you get a bit negative, whereas if you’re talking to the student [via the audio recording], it forces you to get the balance right.’ Ollie Jones, senior lecturer, Faculty of Business and Law, Leeds Metropolitan University. 

· Since spoken feedback is more personal, assessors tend to rely less on formal academic language to make their points: when the patterns and vocabulary of everyday speech are combined with subject-specific terminology, feedback is more likely to be seen by students as a learning opportunity. 

· It was easier for the assessor to digress in helpful ways: ‘One of the really good things about it is that because you can get more information into the feedback, you can use examples where you find a defect... that is really quite a powerful thing to do.’ Ollie Jones, senior lecturer in business and law, Leeds Metropolitan University
Most practitioners taking part in the Sounds Good trial have continued to use the technique beyond the duration of the project. They cite the advantage of being able to give more extended feedback within the same amount of time, or less. If audio recording initially took longer than written feedback, practitioners recognise that their skills will improve over time. For example, after delivering a second round of audio feedback, one module leader recorded: ‘It was easier this time, as I knew what I was doing.’ Those practitioners who have found it most beneficial to give feedback by audio recording have shared some tips – for example, having the assessment criteria on hand to refer to, jotting down key words as prompts, and using the pause button to record feedback in stages.

Both practitioners and students have found that the non-verbal elements of recorded feedback – emphasis, intonation, and humour, coupled with the familiarity of the tutor’s voice – are invaluable extras. Some practitioners also speak of the ease with which additional explanation can be introduced. However, the use of audio files is still not appropriate in all cases. For project leader, Bob Rotheram, the most fertile area for the use of audio files is where detailed and time-consuming feedback is normally given. Where briefer feedback is needed, or where tutors can type as fast as they speak, there may not be a significant advantage: 
‘Audio feedback is not the magic bullet for assessment woes, but it’s worth a try. For students, it’s richer than written comments on their work. In some circumstances, staff may benefit too – by saving time.’ Bob Rotheram, reader in assessment, learning and teaching, Leeds Metropolitan University

Nonetheless, many argue that richer and more relevant feedback saves time in the long run.
Lessons learnt

· The majority of staff taking part in the project have found it easy or fairly easy to record the sound files, although finding a quiet space on campus to make recordings can be challenging.

· A digital audio recorder that records directly to MP3 files is likely to be more convenient than using a microphone connected to a computer. A test file is essential before sending a student feedback and it is best to set sound levels on high to ensure that a recording can be heard easily when it is played back.

· Keep file sizes low. Speaking to an individual student will probably not require as high a quality of sound as a podcast on a public website. 32kbps MP3 – which translates to about four minutes per megabyte – will probably be sufficient for giving feedback to an individual student.

· Students need to be in a position to receive audio files – for example, checking regularly to ensure their inboxes are not full. They also need sound cards, speakers and suitable software to receive and play back digital audio feedback. If file transfer difficulties occur, the institutional VLE can be designated the holding place, with links rather than files emailed to students. 
· Digital audio files in MP3 format can be downloaded and played back on MP3 players to enable students to receive feedback in any location.
Key points for effective practice

· Feedback is essential to student learning. Providing feedback in different media reinforces the message and gives students a more personal learning experience.

· Administrative approval should be obtained if audio files are used to give comments and marks on summative assessments.

Learners’ perspectives

‘As I am dyslexic, this has helped me because I find it easier to listen than to read.’ Student
‘I like the idea that I can get step-by-step help by a voice and not [by] reading.’ Student
‘Very useful to listen to, whilst writing the lab reports and beforehand. It’s another way for the information to stay in my mind; and because it’s different, the information stays there longer.’ Student

Future developments

The Sounds Good project is now complete. 

In the second phase of the project, four of the original team inducted a total of seven colleagues at Leeds Metropolitan University into giving audio feedback. In addition, Bob Rotheram helped to introduce the technique in further subject disciplines at York St John University, the University of Northampton and Newman University College, Birmingham. Taking the two phases of Sounds Good together, a total of 38 lecturers gave audio feedback to over 1,200 students.
Further reading

North, M., ‘Power of the spoken word’, The Guardian – www.guardian.co.uk/digitalstudent/spoken-word
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