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Executive Summary

Sounds Good: Quicker, better assessment using audio feedback
Sounds Good was a small project exploring the use of digital audio to give assessment feedback. Part of the JISC Users and Innovation programme, it was based at Leeds Metropolitan University and led by Bob Rotheram, National Teaching Fellow. Initially, it was funded for the period January to July 2008. During this time a team of Leeds Met lecturers experimented with digital audio to give formative and summative feedback on students’ coursework. Later, funding was provided under JISC’s ‘benefits realisation’ initiative for a second stage, ‘Sounds Good 2’, which ran until February 2009. In this phase the work at Leeds Met expanded and audio feedback was introduced to three other higher education institutions: Newman University College, Birmingham; University of Northampton; York St John University.
The main aim was to test the hypothesis that using digital audio for feedback can benefit staff and students by:

· saving assessors’ time (speaking the feedback rather than writing it)

and
· providing richer feedback to students (speech is a richer medium than written text).

The project has mainly been a qualitative study. Even so, it has produced a few statistics. Taking the two phases of Sounds Good together, 38 lecturers in four institutions have supplied audio feedback to at least 1,201 students at all educational levels from foundation degree and first-year undergraduate to doctoral. The staff were located as follows: Leeds Met 23, Newman University College 8, University of Northampton 4, York St John University 3. In the first phase the student numbers on the various modules ranged from six to 151, with at least 463 students receiving one or more items of audio or video feedback. In Sounds Good 2 the numbers on modules ranged from three to 150 and at least 738 students received one or more items of audio feedback.

Sounds Good has received considerable positive publicity, including being shortlisted for a Times Higher award. The project manager gave 24 presentations about audio feedback in the UK, US and Canada, most of them by invitation.

Early in the project it was agreed with JISC that five key questions would be explored. Here they are, along with the answers:
1. (Without reducing the amount of feedback) in what circumstances can using digital audio save assessors’ time?
The most favourable circumstances would appear to be:

· The assessor is comfortable with the technology.

· The assessor writes or types slowly but records their speech quickly.

· A substantial amount of feedback is given.
· A quick and easy method of delivering the audio file to the student is available.
2. Does digital audio feedback improve students’ learning experience?
Students were overwhelmingly positive about receiving audio feedback on their coursework. They frequently remarked approvingly about its personal nature and the detail provided, evidence that the lecturer had carefully considered their work. On the other hand, a small minority of students said they preferred written feedback; a few asked for both audio and written comments on their work.
3. What do assessors think of digital audio as a medium for providing feedback to students?
The Sounds Good staff team were strongly in favour of audio feedback; most have clearly said that they intend to continue using it. Even if they didn’t manage to save time, several members of the team commented that they were able to give more, and higher-quality, feedback using audio, which they felt was worthwhile.
4. What recommendations are there for improved practice?

Practice guidelines have been produced about using digital audio for feedback on students’ work. They are grouped under four headings: saving time; technical matters; administration; feedback structure. The main points are:

· How much time you eventually save will depend on various factors, including how much feedback you give and how quickly you write, type and speak.

· Consider accepting a longer pay-back period. Experiment with spending more time in the short term, using audio to give your students more extensive advice and richer feedback. It may save you and your colleagues work in the long term.

· Make your audio files as small as possible, so they can be sent quickly and stored economically.

· Aim for the minimum acceptable sound quality for the particular purpose.
· Keep the files short – don’t ‘overdo it’. Only go beyond five minutes if there is a good reason.

· Make sure key administrative and quality-assurance staff accept that you are giving audio rather than written feedback.
5. What should be explored next?
Some caution is appropriate. It is difficult to generalise from the project. Sounds Good has generated case studies, some of them very small, about the use of digital audio or video. On the other hand, comments from students and staff have been remarkably consistent throughout.
Here are some issues which seem to be worth exploring, if resources permit:

· Can staff become quicker in providing audio feedback if they persist?

· Does using audio to provide more extensive guidance and richer feedback lead to saving staff time in the medium-to-long term?

· How may the practice guidelines be improved?

· How successfully can audio feedback be combined with electronic submission of assignments?

· Can speech-to-text software be used to generate written feedback automatically (and sufficiently faithfully) at the same time as audio feedback?

· Can ways be found to automate the transmission of feedback files to students?

· What happens if tutors and students use audio to engage in dialogue about assessed work?

· Does the novelty of audio – for students and staff – wear off with repeated use?
Of these issues, the most urgent is probably automating the transmission of feedback files to students.

External evaluator’s report
Dr Isobel Falconer of Glasgow Caledonian University acted as external evaluator for Sounds Good 2. In her report she notes that both stages of the project have been “highly effective” and “have had a significant effect on changing the practice of participants.” She repeats the view of one participant that “the project represented great value for money.”
Conclusions
Sounds Good worked very well. It ran almost entirely to plan in the first phase and encountered only minor problems in the second phase. It broadly achieved all it set out to achieve. It did some valuable exploration and produced useful practice guidelines. Using audio for assessment feedback has proved popular with students and staff. It is probably fair to say most UK higher education lecturers would find it worth giving audio feedback an extended trial with at least with some of their assessment work.

Sounds Good has obtained considerable positive publicity through presentations and publications. There is reason to expect that, as a result, a substantial number of people will begin to use audio for feedback, in the UK and elsewhere. All in all, it has delivered an excellent return on JISC’s modest investment.
Bob Rotheram

Project Manager, Sounds Good
Leeds Metropolitan University
26 March 2009
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Background

The Sounds Good project built on experimental work by Bob Rotheram, National Teaching Fellow, on a postgraduate programme where he gave summative feedback on student assignments via MP3 sound files. This indicated benefits for students: comments which were more extensive, clearer, more personal and easily-accessible. Staff also benefited: saving time by speaking rather than writing the feedback. Students were very positive about it.
Sounds Good, part of JISC’s Users and Innovation (U&I) programme, continued and scaled up the previous experimental work. It has been led and managed by Bob Rotheram, now at Leeds Metropolitan University. Bob has been an active member of JISC’s Emerge community throughout its life. Sounds Good was initially funded as six-month project, focused on Leeds Met. However, it later received JISC ‘Benefits Realisation’ funding for ‘Sounds Good 2’, extending the project to the end of February 2009. In this second phase the work continued at Leeds Met and three partner institutions were engaged: Newman University College, Birmingham; University of Northampton; York St John University.
Overlapping with the second phase, two HE Academy subject centres – Engineering and Geography, Environmental and Earth Sciences (GEES) – were funded to introduce audio feedback to their constituencies as part of JISC’s ‘Widening Stakeholder Engagement’ initiative. Bob is helping the subject centres with this work.
The original evaluation plan was agreed with the U&I Programme Manager, Lawrie Phipps. For Sounds Good 2 Dr Isobel Falconer of Glasgow Caledonian University was appointed as external evaluator. An evaluation framework and main questions were subsequently agreed with her.
This report covers both phases of Sounds Good 2. It also contains a little descriptive material on the ‘Widening Stakeholder Engagement’ work, but does not evaluate that activity because it is being led by the subject centres.
Project description

In the original six-month Sounds Good project at Leeds Met the focus was on formative and summative feedback, in various subjects, at different educational levels. The trials involved a team of 16 staff audio-recording comments on students’ coursework and delivering the feedback through email, a virtual learning environment and mobile devices such as MP3 players. The main question the project attempted to answer was:

· Can digital audio be used to give students quicker, better feedback on their work?

The project was conceived as a pilot, to explore the territory of digital audio feedback. The structure was deliberately flexible, to adapt to the real world of higher education and to try to maintain the goodwill of busy colleagues. From the outset, it accommodated a range of staff preferences and circumstances rather than imposing a rigid design and rigorous timetable. The main suggestion to staff volunteering for Sounds Good was that they should concentrate on one of their 2007-8 Semester 2 modules in which they were likely to give two rounds of feedback on an item of student coursework, one formative and one summative. However, in negotiation with team members, the project manager agreed a number of variations on his original suggestion. Hence some module leaders provided their students with one or three rounds of audio feedback; some only gave formative feedback; one team member used audio in a variety of ways (not just for feedback), both within Leeds Met and elsewhere; one gave video feedback via Camtasia software.
In Sounds Good 2, the benefits realisation phase, the design called for six of the original staff team at Leeds Met each to engage and mentor two colleagues in using audio feedback. In addition, Bob Rotheram was to run a staff development workshop at each of three partner institutions – Newman University College, the University of Northampton and York St John University – to raise awareness of the potential of audio feedback. The aim was that these workshops would lead to some staff in each of the partner institutions beginning to use audio feedback in their assessment practice. Bob Rotheram would provide consultancy on this implementation.
As a third area of activity, running in parallel with the second phase, Bob agreed to assist two HE Academy subject centres – Engineering and Geography, Environmental and Earth Sciences (GEES) – in introducing audio feedback to their constituencies as part of JISC’s ‘Widening Stakeholder Engagement’ initiative.
Throughout, a significant effort has gone into dissemination activity. The project has maintained an evolving website (www.soundsgood.org.uk) containing a range of documents, series of podcasts (in keeping with the audio theme) and a blog (syndicated to Bob Rotheram’s blog in the Emerge community). In addition, the project manager carried out a substantial number of speaking engagements – including workshops and conference presentations – and several others are scheduled after the formal end of the project. (See ‘Dissemination activities’, p.15 and Appendix A.)
Another notable and beneficial feature is the strong link which has developed with the JISC-funded Audio-Supported Enhanced Learning (ASEL) project, based at Bradford and Hertfordshire universities. Sounds Good and ASEL (also part of JISC’s U&I programme) have shared information extensively and collaborated well.
Stakeholder identification and engagement

Here is the stakeholder analysis in the original Sounds Good project plan.

	Stakeholder
	Interest / stake
	Importance

	Leeds Met senior management
	Promoting good practice in assessment, learning and teaching
	High

	Sounds Good project staff
	Saving time, improving service to students
	High

	Leeds Met students
	Improved feedback
	High

	JISC
	Value for money, improved practice, community development
	High

	Emerge community
	Improved practice
	Medium

	Wider higher education community
	Improved practice
	Low


For Sounds Good 2 this was extended as follows:

	Stakeholder
	Interest / stake
	Importance

	Senior management at partner institutions
	Promoting good practice in assessment, learning and teaching
	High

	Project staff at partner institutions
	Saving time, improving service to students
	High

	Students at partner institutions
	Improved feedback
	High


Key evaluation questions

JISC helped the project (and others in the U&I programme) to identify appropriate evaluation questions. Sounds Good settled on these five:

1. (Without reducing the amount of feedback) in what circumstances can using digital audio save assessors’ time?

2. Does digital audio feedback improve students’ learning experience?

3. What do assessors think of digital audio as a medium for providing feedback to students?

4. What recommendations are there for improved practice?

5. What should be explored next?

For Sounds Good 2, the evaluation questions agreed between the project manager and external evaluator were:

· What effect did the project have on the nature of feedback?

· What factors were important in achieving the effect on feedback?

· What effect did the project have on assessor time?

· What factors were important in achieving the effect on assessor time?

· What have project outputs been?

· How useful have project outputs been, especially the recommendations for the use of audio feedback?

· What factors have contributed to the utility of the outputs?

Evaluation design and methods

For both Sounds Good and Sounds Good 2, the plan was for data-gathering to be done mainly by questionnaires, administered by the module leaders on their students, and by the project manager on the module leaders. The intention was for students and module leaders each to complete a questionnaire after a round of audio feedback. So if the basic project design was followed, each student and each module leader would complete two questionnaires. However, it was acknowledged from the outset that there would be variations on this, to accommodate the preferences and circumstances of some module leaders.

For both phases it was also planned to gather data by holding a focus group for students after they had received audio feedback. In addition, further comments from module leaders would be gathered if offered.
Evaluation plan

The evaluation plan for the first phase, agreed with JISC, is below.

Evaluation would be both continuous and periodic. The Project Manager would be routinely monitoring progress and feedback from team members. In addition, there would be an interim review after student and staff questionnaires about the first round of audio feedback had been received, and a full review after the second round of questionnaires and the focus group had been completed.

	Timing
	Factor to Evaluate
	Questions to Address
	Method(s)
	Measure of Success

	04/08, 06/08
	Staff efficiency
	In what circumstances can using digital audio save assessors’ time?
	Questionnaires, interviews
	Identification of circumstances where time can be saved

	04/08, 05/08
	Students’ learning experience
	Does digital audio feedback improve students’ learning experience?
	Questionnaires, focus group
	Students say their experience is improved

	04-06/08
	Staff opinions on using digital audio for feedback
	What do assessors think of digital audio as a medium for providing feedback to students?
	Questionnaires, interview
	High proportion of project staff provide opinions

	04/08, 06-07/08
	Quality of practice
	What recommendations are there for improved practice?
	Questionnaires, interview, discussion between project managers and research adviser
	Clear, achievable recommendations published

	06-07/08
	Future research
	What should be explored next?
	Questionnaires, interviews, thought
	Clear, realistic ‘road map’ identified


For Sounds Good 2, the evaluation plan, agreed between the project manager and the external evaluator, is below. 

	Evaluation Questions
	Indicator
	Source of information
	Collection method

	What do you want to know?
	How will you know?
	Where can the data be obtained?
	How will the data be gathered?

	What effect did the project have on the nature of feedback?
	Types of responses to student and assessor questionnaires and interviews
	Sounds Good outputs.
Students & assessors in Sounds Good 2
	Reading Sounds Good outputs

Questionnaires/interviews with assessors & students (questionnaire only)



	What factors were important in achieving the effect on feedback?
	Types of responses to student and assessor questionnaires and interviews
	Sounds Good outputs.
Students & assessors in Sounds Good 2
	Reading Sounds Good outputs

Questionnaires/interviews with assessors & students (questionnaire only)

	What effect did the project have on assessor time?
	Assessor time spent compared with previous years
	Sounds Good outputs.
Assessors in Sounds Good 2
	Reading Sounds Good outputs.  Questionnaires/interviews with assessors

	What factors were important in achieving the effect on assessor time?
	Types of responses to assessor questionnaires and interviews
	Sounds Good outputs.
Assessors in Sounds Good 2
	Reading Sounds Good outputs Questionnaires/interviews with assessors

	What have project outputs been?
	List of project outputs
	Sounds Good website
	Reading website 

	How useful have project outputs been, especially the recommendations for the use of audio feedback?
	Types of responses to assessor questionnaires and interviews
	Sounds Good 2 outputs.
Sounds Good website.
Students & assessors in Sounds Good 2.
	Reading Sounds Good 2 outputs

Questionnaires/interviews with assessors & students (questionnaire only)

?Questionnaire to project leads and/or evidence from project bids

	What factors have contributed to the utility of the outputs?
	Types of responses to assessor questionnaires and interviews
	Sounds Good 2 outputs.
Sounds Good website.
Students & assessors in Sounds Good 2.
	Reading Sounds Good 2 outputs

Questionnaires/interviews with assessors & students (questionnaire only)

?Questionnaire to project leads and/or evidence from project bids


Data collection procedures

The flexible structure led not only to varied experiences for project staff and students; it also produced varied batches of data. For example, most module leaders – as intended – returned the individual questionnaires completed by their students, but in the first phase one provided a summary of what students had said. Some module leaders completed staff questionnaires, but others did not, preferring instead to send written comments or an audio file containing their observations on Sounds Good. As another illustration of the varied data received, in Sounds Good 2 one module leader returned a draft conference paper outlining the project experience instead of completing the questionnaires. The project manager decided not to press for more standardised data, to avoid risking irritating colleagues by placing further burdens on them.

The student focus group planned for the first phase was cancelled because of a lack of participants. The idea of holding focus groups in Sounds Good 2 was abandoned because of the perceived difficulty of attracting sufficient participants at any of the project sites.
Data processing procedures

The vast majority of the data analysis was done by the project manager. He studied completed student and staff questionnaires and other documents, along with emails, audio recordings provided by some team members, which he had transcribed. The variety and gaps in the information supplied have caused some difficulties in analysing the data. In the circumstances it was decided to compile a digest of the data in respect of each of the modules on which audio feedback had been given as part of the project. A draft of the relevant module digest was sent to each member of the Sounds Good team to be checked for accuracy, along with an invitation for further information and comment. In addition, each member of the team received a draft of the project evaluation report, with a request for comment. The responses were incorporated into later drafts of the digests and evaluation report.
Limitations

The non-standard nature of the data inevitably limits the inferences which may be drawn. Another limitation is that, arguably, the team consisted of untypical higher education teachers. In the first phase of Sounds Good they were all paid volunteers and the majority had already been recognised by the University for their abilities in, and commitment towards, assessment, learning and teaching. In Sounds Good 2, at all four institutions, the staff were all volunteers.

In truth, the project has generated a substantial number of case studies, some of them very small, about the use of digital audio or video. On the other hand, staff and student comments and opinions were very similar throughout.
Results and analysis

Sounds Good has mainly been a qualitative study. Even so, it has produced a few statistics. Taking the two phases of Sounds Good together, 38 teachers in four institutions have supplied audio (or, in one instance, video) feedback to at least 1,201 students at all educational levels from foundation degree and first-year undergraduate to doctoral. The staff were located as follows: Leeds Met 23, Newman University College 8, University of Northampton 4, York St John University 3. In the first phase the numbers on the various modules ranged from six to 151, with at least 463 students receiving one or more items of audio or video feedback. In Sounds Good 2 the numbers on modules ranged from three to 150 and at least 738 students received one or more items of audio feedback.

Despite the limitations of the data, it has been possible to explore the evaluation questions. Probably the most remarkable feature to emerge is the consistency between the two phases of the project and between institutions.
Here is some reporting on, and analysis of, the five original evaluation questions.
1. (Without reducing the amount of feedback) in what circumstances can using digital audio save assessors’ time?

In the first phase, of the 13 assessors who commented on this issue, five reported that giving digital audio or video feedback took more time than their usual methods, six thought that it took about the same time and two reported that it took less time. In Sounds Good 2, of the 16 assessors who commented on the issue, seven thought audio feedback took more time, one reported that it took the same time and eight reported that it took less time than their usual methods. It is not appropriate simply to total these numbers for at least two reasons. First, there is some overlap of the people involved – several assessors expressed an opinion in both phases of the project. Second, by the end of the project individuals had very different amounts of experience with giving audio feedback. That said, a noticeable proportion did report audio feedback saving them time but, on the other hand, a far-from-negligible proportion reported it taking them more time than their usual methods. So the picture is mixed.
But whether or not they saved time, the great majority of staff expressed satisfaction with their efforts and noted that students received more, and higher-quality, feedback than they otherwise would have done. Some acknowledged that they got quicker as they became familiar with the technology and techniques of audio feedback. Some who found audio feedback took them more time, or about the same time, only used it with quite a small number of students so, arguably, they had not achieved full familiarity by the end of their involvement.

The module leader who by the end of the project had the most experience of giving and sending audio feedback was, in each phase, the leader of a team of assessors serving about 150 students. He said:

I would say it hasn’t really been a time saver – I know that was one of the goals we all had at the start. The way that I’ve used it, which I think has made it more meaningful for students, hasn’t saved me or other tutors any time. It’s probably taken slightly longer than just sitting and writing some thoughts out as soon as you’ve read a piece of work. But I think it’s pretty much undeniable that the quality is better, the tenor and the style in which it’s delivered are much more constructive than it can on occasion, be – less mechanical, more human – and yes I definitely plan to use it again.

For him and some others with large groups of students, the time overhead of ensuring audio files reached the right students was significant. A module leader returning 78 items of feedback said:
[It] took a long while to embed the audio files into the VLE – most of a morning, including renaming files and checking that the right file was in the right, secure, section.

Another who reported spending more time on audio feedback even after becoming used to the tools and techniques noted two factors which are probably significant: a) her feedback was very brief; b) she was quick at typing and handwriting.

One assessor who reported digital audio feedback taking less time explained this by saying, “I normally write quite detailed feedback.” Two others who reported saving time by using audio said that they managed to do so without compromising the quality of the feedback they provided. Indeed one (who was giving formative feedback to dissertation students) said, “I spent a little less time but gave much more detailed feedback and expanded on explanations.” It is worth noting that of all the members of the Sounds Good team, these two assessors are probably the most experienced users of technology.

So the indications are that it is possible, in some circumstances, to use digital audio to save time and not compromise on the amount and quality of feedback to students. The most favourable circumstances would appear to be:

· The assessor is comfortable with the technology.
· The assessor writes or types slowly but records their speech quickly.

· A substantial amount of feedback is given.
· A quick and easy method of delivering the audio file to the student is available.
We might expect that it will take some people longer than others to become familiar with the technology and with the techniques of recording their comments. Perhaps, therefore, more of the Sounds Good team would have reported being able to save time without compromising quality if they had had more practice with giving feedback via digital audio. Encouragingly, after delivering the second round of audio feedback one module leader said:

It was easier this time, as I knew what I was doing.
Two module leaders suggested it may be worth looking beyond the simple, short-term, matter of whether using audio feedback can save staff time. One noted that he and his colleagues saved time overall by using audio to give extra advice to students on a piece of assessed work as well as to provide feedback. The audio guidance reduced the need to clarify in other ways what was required with an assignment. Another, highly-experienced, member of the team took the view that:

Giving students richer feedback will save you time anyway, as they take more notice of the feedback, and need less repeated feedback, and need less critical feedback in future anyway as their work is better, so it saves you time.
2. Does digital audio feedback improve students’ learning experience?

Throughout the project, at all the institutions, students were overwhelmingly positive about receiving audio feedback on their coursework. They frequently remarked approvingly about its personal nature and the detail provided, evidence that the lecturer had carefully considered their work. Here are three representative student comments:

Very personal, makes you feel that the tutor did watch the piece.

It’s a lot easier for me to understand as it’s being explained in more detail and audio feedback feels more personal.
Audio is better as sometimes it is difficult to read handwriting and you get more info.

There was particular approval if the feedback was received quickly. Some appreciated the advantage of replaying the feedback. Other students noted that audio made it easier to grasp what the lecturer felt was most important, or that it helped them to understand better why they had received a particular mark. Students whose first language is not English were pleased that it gave additional practice with their listening skills. A dyslexic student said that it was easier to listen than to read.

On the other hand, some students had reservations. A minority said that they preferred written feedback; a few asked for both audio and written comments on their work. Some noted that it was quicker to skim-read a piece of text than to listen to an audio recording to find the passage of particular interest. For example, one student said:

I prefer written feedback. It’s easier to break down and pick out where I have gone wrong and easier to understand. Written feedback is easier to re-read instead of opening a file over and over.

Understandably, the reservations were more common when the only feedback provided was audio to the group as a whole, i.e. when students did not receive any individual feedback – audio or written – on their work. However, in one of the two instances where this happened, the module leader noted that if he had not supplied the audio feedback for the group, the students would have had to rely on their own notes of what he said in class – the audio feedback was extra.

A few words of caution seem justified. First, although students were overwhelmingly positive about audio feedback, some of the positive responses may, in part, be due to the novelty of audio. Second, how seriously should we take student reservations about it being harder to skim an audio recording than a piece of text? Many lecturers complain that students pay little attention to written feedback. Perhaps, therefore, it may be seen as an advantage that students find it harder to skim audio feedback! Third, if staff make more use of recorded audio, it should not be at the expense of face-to-face time with students – a concern expressed by some Sounds Good students who received assessment guidance as well as feedback via digital audio.
One other point worth noting is that very few students accessed their audio feedback via a portable audio device. The most common way was to use a computer at home.

Finally in this section, we should note that Sounds Good has explored students’ learning experiences, not how well they learned.
3. What do assessors think of digital audio as a medium for providing feedback to students?

The Sounds Good staff team were, on balance, strongly in favour of audio feedback; most have clearly said that they intend to continue using it. As noted above, several members of the team commented that they were able to give more, and higher-quality, feedback using audio. The extra feedback might include examples to illustrate the point being made or to show how the work might be improved. One lecturer said:

I was able to give … more detailed and pertinent feedback (referring to specific sentences, paragraphs, etc). As such, the feedback became almost an online tutorial.
A language tutor said, “it’s an interesting and personal way to do the feedback for language students.” Some remarked positively on the fact that they used more natural language when speaking, rather than writing, their feedback. This, one thought, made it more understandable to students, particularly when it contained ‘feed-forward’ implications for future assignments. One team member noted that students found her voice and tone reassuring and comforting. Another, citing widening participation initiatives, thought that audio feedback “is an ideal medium to assist in the development of skills and confidence of students.” At the other end of the educational spectrum, the module leader with doctoral students said of audio feedback that he saw:

great potential at this level … to complement other feedback [for these] discriminating listeners. It made them think differently (more positively) about the feedback they had received. 

Yet another now plans to extend his use of audio beyond feedback, to provide more detailed guidance for students, for example on assessment tasks.

In only one instance did the module leader decide not to continue with audio feedback, and she had good reason. This assessor thought it appropriate for that particular student assignment only to give brief feedback, and she was, in any case, a quick typist and writer. In these circumstances, providing feedback via audio introduced an additional time ‘overhead’ for each of the 80 students on the module. This case illustrates what may be the least promising circumstances for using audio feedback.

The great majority of the team found it either ‘very easy’ or ‘fairly easy’ to record their audio feedback and prepare it for sending to students. Everyone in the original project team was supplied with an Edirol R-09 handheld recorder and nine out of eleven who commented explicitly found it ‘very easy’ to use. In Sounds Good 2, Leeds Met staff new to the project received the later model of Edirol recorder, the R-09HR. In the other institutions a variety of recorders were used, including the Edirol R-09HR, Zoom H4 and Sony ICD-UX70, and these were, apart from the occasional exception, found to be generally unproblematic. A few also tried recording via various combinations of Audacity, WIMBA Voice Tools and (one person) on an Apple Mac computer. Opinions on these other tools suggest that, apart from the Apple Mac, they were not quite so easy to use.

Assessors’ reservations about audio feedback were mainly about the practical difficulties they encountered. Some of the problems were: learning to use the recording devices; inadvertently creating very large files; finding a quiet place in which to record; getting used to hearing their own voices; the time needed to rename audio files; feedback sometimes not reaching students; students having difficulty in accessing the audio files. A few module leaders expressed doubts about scaling up audio feedback to larger groups of students. It is no doubt significant that these were among those who had not managed to save time by giving audio feedback.

Even though the team’s experience has been very positive overall, it should not surprise us that there were some mixed opinions on the use of digital audio for feedback. It was, after all, a new type of activity, performed under pressure. However, the reservations could mainly be regarded as resulting from ‘teething problems’.

4. What recommendations are there for improved practice?
The recommendations from experience on Sounds Good may be gathered under four headings: saving time; technical matters; administration; feedback structure.

Saving time

· Don’t expect to save time immediately by giving audio feedback rather than writing it. As with most new skills, it takes a while to become competent and longer to become expert. Some persistence will be required. Even so, you may feel fairly comfortable after 10-20 attempts.

· How much time you eventually save will depend on various factors, including how much feedback you give and how quickly you write and speak. If you normally only check some boxes and write a few words of feedback, you probably won’t save time by using audio. However, after some practice, audio may allow you to give noticeably more feedback without spending much longer on the task.

· Consider accepting a longer pay-back period. Experiment with spending more time in the short term, using audio to give your students more extensive advice and richer feedback. It may save you and your colleagues work in the long term.

· Don’t waste time re-recording, unless you really must. Students accept that you aren’t a professional broadcaster! If you stumble with your words or notice immediately that you have made a mistake, correct yourself and carry on. If you realise later that you have made minor errors and omissions, do a separate recording and send both to the student.

· Don’t risk having an audio file ‘bounced’ or blocked when emailing it to a student, and then having to spend time looking for a workaround. See ‘Technical matters’ below for suggestions.

Technical matters

· A handheld digital audio recorder will probably be more convenient than using a microphone connected to a computer.

· If you’re buying a handheld recorder, make sure it:

· can record direct to MP3 (many can’t);

· has a USB port, for easy upload to a computer.

· Check that your students can receive audio files. They will need access to a computer equipped with a sound card, speakers or headphones, and suitable software (e.g. Windows Media Player or QuickTime). Other potential obstacles include: firewalls (blocking certain types of file or email attachments); file size limits; full email inboxes; spam filters.

· To avoid some of these obstacles, upload the audio files to a place from where they can be retrieved easily. The most convenient place, for staff and students, may be the institution’s virtual learning environment (VLE). Take care that files can only be accessed by the appropriate person/people, e.g. by using Blackboard’s ‘selective release’ facility.

· If the VLE is not the most suitable place, put the audio files in some other online store. Then send links, not the files, to students.
· Try uploading a test file for each student before you attempt to give them real feedback. Ask for help if you meet problems you can’t solve.

· On the basis of this experience, give students further guidance (perhaps in writing) on how to receive and listen to audio feedback.

· Make sure your recordings are loud enough to be heard easily on a variety of equipment. The general advice is to set the recorder’s input level as high as possible without introducing distortion. Some experimentation may help.

· Make your audio files as small as possible, so they can be sent quickly and stored economically.

· Mono recording – giving files typically half the size of stereo – is likely to be adequate if only one person is speaking.

· MP3 is a very useful format: compact and widely-playable. An MP3 file is typically less than 10% of the size of a WAV file of similar quality and can be played on a broad range of devices, including the portable music players owned by many students.

· Aim for the minimum acceptable sound quality for the particular purpose. Speaking to an individual student will probably not require as high quality as feedback to a group or a podcast on a public website.

· 32kbps MP3 – which translates to about four minutes per megabyte – will probably be good enough for giving individual feedback to a student.

· Back up your files. Copy them all to at least one other device.

Administration

· Make sure key administrative and quality-assurance staff accept that you are giving audio rather than written feedback. It’s usually easy to convince them – as with paper, you can produce the original file and correspondence, if necessary.

· Ensure that only the intended student(s) can access the feedback file. This will require care and effort at the beginning.

· Keep track of your audio files. You may need to rename them from the default name given by the recorder, e.g. to contain the student’s name or ID. Keep a list of the changes and which file is sent to which student.

· Advise students to have a copy of their written work with them when listening to the audio feedback.

Feedback structure
· Before you start recording audio feedback, decide whether a mark is to be included. If it is ‘summative’, i.e. for credit, a mark will be required at some stage. However, some assessors prefer to withhold the mark from audio feedback, for at least two reasons. First, it can engage the student more if they are required to listen to the feedback and then, separately, receive their mark. Second, moderation of marks may be easier if they are kept out of the audio recording.

· Keep the files short – don’t ‘overdo it’. Too much guidance or feedback can be counterproductive. More detail may be appropriate and acceptable in postgraduate work, or with undergraduate assignments which have failed.

Bearing this in mind, and the fact that every teacher will have (or be evolving) their own style, Bob Rotheram offers this advice, which draws on his most recent practice when commenting on a typical essay or report via an MP3 recording.
· Have the assignment details and assessment criteria with you.
· Read the assignment, making written comments on it as you go along. If it’s on paper, jot things in the margin. If it’s in an electronic format (e.g. Word), use the ‘Track changes’ facility to annotate the document.
· Read it again, more quickly this time, perhaps making a few more comments along the way.
· Jot down (on scrap paper) the main summary points you wish to make. (See below for a general structure.)
· Start the MP3 recorder.
· Build the feedback in chunks, making frequent use of the pause button.
· Don’t bother to erase and re-record ‘misspeaks’; just correct them immediately, as in conversation.
· When complete, review the recording. Is it clear and easy to follow? Also, you may be aiming to come across as approachable, definitely not pompous or overbearing.
This general structure may be useful in a variety of circumstances:
· Introduce yourself to the student in a friendly manner.
· Say which assignment you are giving feedback on.
· Outline the main elements of the comments which you’ll be giving (see below).
· Work steadily through the assignment, amplifying and explaining notes you’ve put in the margins and, especially at the end, making more general points.
· Refer to the assessment criteria.
· Explain your thought processes as you move towards allocating a mark.
· Give the mark (perhaps – see above remarks on student engagement and moderation).
· Offer a few (reasonably attainable) suggestions for improvement, even if the work is excellent.
· Invite comments back from the student, including on the method of giving feedback.
· Round things off in a friendly way.

For a typical undergraduate assignment, try to keep the length under five minutes. It might be more if detailed comments are expected or needed.

5. What should be explored next?
The experience of Sounds Good should be used as the basis for further exploration. Here are some issues which seem to be worth exploring, if resources permit:

· Can staff become quicker in providing audio feedback if they persist?

· Does using audio to provide more extensive guidance and richer feedback lead to saving staff time in the medium-to-long term?

· How may the practice guidelines (above) be improved?

· How successfully can audio feedback be combined with electronic submission of assignments?

· Can speech-to-text software be used to generate written feedback automatically (and sufficiently faithfully) at the same time as audio feedback?

· Can ways be found to automate the transmission of feedback files to students?

· What happens if tutors and students use audio to engage in dialogue about assessed work?

· Does the novelty of audio – for students and staff – wear off with repeated use?
Dissemination activities
Sounds Good has attracted and created considerable publicity. It helped that it was shortlisted for a Times Higher award for its ‘outstanding contribution to innovation and technology’. In addition, the project was featured in The digital student, a Guardian supplement in December 2008 and it will appear as a case study in the forthcoming JISC publication Effective Practice in a Digital Age. The project manager has written about it in Educational Developments, a magazine published by the Staff and Educational Development Association (SEDA) (Rotheram 2009).
The project has also become better known as result of the series of speaking engagements by the project manager. In the reporting period he made 24 presentations about Sounds Good in the UK, US and Canada, most of them by invitation. See Appendix A for further details. At every session to date, the audience has shown keen interest in Sounds Good. A substantial number of people have contacted the project manager for further information and to say that they intend to begin using audio for feedback.

Some dissemination activity has been carried out by staff at partner institutions, externally and internally. For example, Simon Sweeney of York St John University did a presentation at a C-SAP subject centre event in January 2009 (Sweeney 2009a) and has written about the project in a CETL newsletter (Sweeney, 2009b).

Another aspect of the project’s dissemination activities is the web presence at www.soundsgood.org.uk. This website contains a number of project-related documents, including practice guidelines on using digital audio for assessment feedback. In addition, the website has a link to a reflective blog about the project, http://soundsgooduk.blogspot.com, syndicated to Bob Rotheram’s blog in the Emerge community (http://elgg.jiscemerge.org.uk/leedsmetbob/weblog). In keeping with Sounds Good’s audio theme, there is also a series of podcasts.

External evaluator’s report
As stated in ‘Background’, above, Dr Isobel Falconer of Glasgow Caledonian University was appointed as external evaluator for Sounds Good 2. As part of her information-gathering she has seen a late draft of this report. Her full report appears as Appendix B. However, it is appropriate to present Dr Falconer’s conclusions here:
Sounds Good and Sounds Good 2 have been highly effective projects which have had a significant effect on changing the practice of participants. In the words of one participant, “the project represented great value for money. For the amount of money invested, it had made an initial impact, with the potential for a much greater impact.”

The project experience has been well captured and disseminated, and is being widely rolled out.

The conclusions of internal evaluation, contained in the project reports, are supported by this external evaluation report.

Although it is not clear whether the original aim of reducing assessor time will be achieved, the project has generated significant understanding of the circumstances in which time is likely to be reduced, and the systems and processes that will help reduce time. These are discussed in detail in the project report.

The project has also generated significant evidence for the richness of format and affective impact of audio feedback, which may make it beneficial even where assessor time is not saved. This evidence has generated a number of questions that should be explored further for their pedagogic implications.

The affordance of the audio medium is only one of the factors in the success of the project. Other significant factors have been the enthusiasm and clear communication skills of the project leader; the uniform framework that has enabled semi-systematic collation of experience; and the incremental funding model (pilot project plus subsequent benefits realisation) that has ensured credibility for the project and senior management buy-in at all the institutions involved.

Discussion and recommendations
The Sounds Good project has operated in widely differing circumstances: in four institutions; with cohorts of three to 151 students; in a wide range of disciplines; at all educational levels from foundation degree and first-year undergraduate to doctoral; with highly varied student coursework. The main benefit of this diversity is that has enabled a worthwhile preliminary exploration of the potential of digital audio for assessment feedback. On the other hand, the differing circumstances have led to a suite of case studies rather than one large, standardised experiment. 
Sounds Good has worked very well overall. In the first phase it ran almost entirely to plan. In the second phase it generally went well in all four institutions, but there were a few minor problems, including:

· Only four of the six Leeds Met mentors managed to engage with mentees.

· Only seven, rather than the planned 12, mentees were recruited at Leeds Met.

· The extended communication channels between the project manager and some team members led, occasionally, to staff not being entirely clear what was expected and the project manager being less well-informed than previously as to what was happening.
· The data returned were somewhat less complete and even more varied in nature than in the first phase.

· The project manager found it difficult to give the project sufficient time in January-February 2009.

In neither phase of the project was it possible to hold student focus groups.

The project has broadly achieved what it set out to achieve. It has done some valuable exploration and produced useful practice guidelines. A bonus has been the cordial relationship which has developed with the JISC-funded Audio-Supported Enhanced Learning (ASEL) project, based at Bradford and Hertfordshire universities. Sounds Good and ASEL (also part of JISC’s U&I programme) have been sharing information on the use of audio, to mutual benefit. All in all, it has delivered an excellent return on JISC’s modest investment.
The Sounds Good staff team is, on balance, strongly in favour of audio feedback. Even if they didn’t manage to save time, a high proportion of the team have commented that they were able to give more, and higher-quality, feedback using audio, which they felt was worthwhile. Their reservations about audio feedback were mainly about the practical difficulties they encountered. Most of these could be regarded as ‘teething problems’ which might reduce or disappear with further practice and the use of the refined practice guidelines (above). The majority of the team have clearly said they intend to continue using audio feedback, and almost all will probably do so.

No doubt some staff are encouraged by the fact that the great majority of students were positive about receiving audio feedback on their coursework. Students particularly appreciate the personal nature of individual audio feedback, as well as the detail they often received.

As for the central question tackled by Sounds Good:

· Can digital audio be used to give students quicker, better feedback on their work?

the answer is ‘yes’, in some circumstances. The most favourable conditions seem to be:
· The assessor is comfortable with the technology.
· The assessor writes or types slowly but records his/her speech quickly.

· A substantial amount of feedback is given.
· A quick and easy method of delivering the audio file to the student is available.
At this stage it is fair to say that most UK academic staff assessing student coursework would probably find it worth giving audio feedback an extended trial with at least with some of their assessment work. For many it would be sensible to begin where the conditions are most favourable. For example, this might be with a small cohort or where the detail or personal quality of audio feedback are particularly important. In contrast, it would probably be inadvisable to start by attempting to give individual audio feedback to a large cohort, because of the problem of accurately providing large numbers of audio files to students. However, with a large group, an early, efficient step might be to give group audio feedback.
There is much yet to explore in the field of audio feedback. There is plenty of scope for larger trials, attempting to tease out the variables and to study the effectiveness of audio feedback (i.e. whether it enables students to learn more). However, a particularly pressing problem – one which might be solved quickly by a programmer – is to automate the process of sending feedback to students. Audio feedback is already an attractive proposition, yet if assessors could be confident that – regardless of cohort size – it would take them little or no time to let students have their audio feedback, even more would probably find audio feedback worth adopting.
A wider issue is one which applies to many projects as they reach the end of their funded life: how to sustain and embed the practice developments they have introduced. For Sounds Good, some of the signs are good: staff and students are very positive about audio feedback and we can be confident that almost all the 38 staff who have participated will continue of their own accord. However, the real challenge is to increase the use of audio feedback for assessment in the four ‘Sounds Good institutions’ and elsewhere. One step will be for each partner to identify an audio feedback ‘champion’ to lead the work on their home territory. Another will be for me (Bob Rotheram) to help the champions informally to produce plans for the embedding of audio feedback from the beginning of the academic year 2009-10. I will do my best, but it should be noted that I am retiring from Leeds Met at the end of September 2009, so cannot be relied on to continue either as Leeds Met ‘champion’ or ‘roving ambassador’ for audio feedback. Can someone be persuaded and enabled to succeed me?
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Appendix A
Presentations by Project Manager
January 2008 – March 2009

· JISC Learning and Teaching Experts Group meeting, Bristol, March 2008;

· HE Academy Information and Computer Sciences subject centre workshop, London, April 2008;

· JISC Next Generation Environments conference, Birmingham, April 2008;

· International Consortium for Educational Development (ICED) conference, Salt Lake City, USA, June 2008;

· Society for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (STLHE) conference, Windsor, Canada, June 2008;

· HE Academy conference, Harrogate, July 2008;

· Computer-Assisted Assessment conference, Loughborough, July 2008;

· Leeds Metropolitan University staff development festival, September 2008;

· Association for Learning Technology conference (ALT-C), Leeds, September 2008;

· ‘Expert Centre’, Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning research seminar, Portsmouth, September 2008;

· JISC/HE Academy Engineering Subject Centre e-assessment workshop, Cardiff;

· Newman University College, Birmingham, staff development workshop, September 2008;

· HE Academy Engineering Subject Centre workshop, Loughborough University, October 2008;

· York St John University staff development workshop, October 2008;

· International Society for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning conference, Edmonton, Canada, October 2008;

· University of Northampton staff development workshop, October 2008;

· Leeds University staff development workshop, November 2008;

· Liverpool John Moores University staff development workshop, January 2009;

· HE Academy Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies subject centre workshop, Southampton, January 2009 (video available at: http://www.llas.ac.uk/video/18);

· University of Bradford, ASEL project workshop, February 2009;

· JISC Benefits Realisation conference, Loughborough University, March 2009;

· British Library, London, ‘Unlocking Audio’ conference, March 2009;

· Nottingham Trent University, education faculty research seminar, March 2009;

· Cardiff University staff development workshop, March 2009.

Forthcoming speaking engagements

· Leeds Metropolitan University Regional University Network employability conference, April 2009;

· De Montfort University staff development workshop, May 2009.
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Introduction

Sounds Good and Sounds Good 2 were small projects that formed part of the JISC Users and Innovation (U&I) Programme.  They were led by Bob Rotheram, based at Leeds Metropolitan University, but extending beyond Leeds Met  Their main aim was to test the hypotheses that using digital audio for feedback can benefit staff and students by:

· saving assessors’ time (speaking the feedback rather than writing it), and
· giving providing richer feedback to students (speech is a richer medium than written text).

The JISC U&I programme – and Sounds Good and its related projects – consisted of three phases as set out below.  Evaluation responsibility varied with each phase.

	U&I Programme phase
	Sounds Good activities
	Evaluation Responsibility
	Time frame

	Community building and bidding
	Bob Rotheram a member of the community
	JISC Emerge community support 
	March – Sept 2007

	U&I projects funded and implemented
	Sounds Good

Based in Leeds Met (16 staff)
	Sounds Good project leader
	January – July 2008

	Benefits Realisation
	Sounds Good 2

Expanded within Leeds Met (7 additional staff)

Extended to:

Newman University College, Birmingham (8 staff)

University of Northampton (4 staff)

York St John University (3 staff)


	External evaluator
	Sept 2008 – Feb 2009

	Widening Stakeholder Engagement
	Bob Rotheram assisting HEA subject centres in Engineering & Geography, and in Environmental & Earth Sciences, in introducing audio feedback to their constituencies
	HEA subject centres
	Sept 2008 – March 2009


This report concentrates largely on Sounds Good 2, for which an external evaluator was appointed.  The evidence considered for the external evaluation bears out the conclusions of the Sounds Good evaluation report, and those of the detailed analysis on saving assessor time contained in the Sounds Good 2 project report.

Key Tasks

Sounds Good

Sounds Good was evaluated internally by the Project Leader, its evaluation plan having been agreed with the U&I programme leader, Lawrie Phipps.

Agreed evaluation questions for Sounds Good were:

1. (Without reducing the amount of feedback) in what circumstances can using digital audio save assessors’ time?

2. Does digital audio feedback improve students’ learning experience?

3. What do assessors think of digital audio as a medium for providing feedback to students?

4. What recommendations are there for improved practice?

5. What should be explored next?

The evaluation framework was:

	Timing
	Factor to Evaluate
	Questions to Address
	Method(s)
	Measure of Success

	04/08, 06/08
	Staff efficiency
	In what circumstances can using digital audio save assessors’ time?
	Questionnaires, interviews
	Identification of circumstances where time can be saved

	04/08, 05/08
	Students’ learning experience
	Does digital audio feedback improve students’ learning experience?
	Questionnaires, focus group
	Students say their experience is improved

	04-06/08
	Staff opinions on using digital audio for feedback
	What do assessors think of digital audio as a medium for providing feedback to students?
	Questionnaires, interview
	High proportion of project staff provide opinions

	04/08, 06-07/08
	Quality of practice
	What recommendations are there for improved practice?
	Questionnaires, interview, discussion between project leaders and research adviser
	Clear, achievable recommendations published

	06-07/08
	Future research
	What should be explored next?
	Questionnaires, interviews, thought
	Clear, realistic ‘road map’ identified


Sounds Good 2

When Sounds Good 2 was funded, an external evaluator, Dr Isobel Falconer from Glasgow Caledonian University, was appointed.  Key tasks agreed with the external evaluator were to:

· Agree an evaluation framework for Sounds Good 2

· Agree a workplan

· Collect and analyse data

· Provide an evaluation report, mainly covering Sounds Good 2, but also encompassing Sounds Good

The evaluation framework and workplan were developed through discussions between the external evaluator and the Project Leader, following a conversation between the external evaluator and the U&I programme leader.

Agreed evaluation questions for Sounds Good 2 were:

· What effect did the project have on the nature of feedback?

· What factors were important in achieving the effect on feedback?

· What effect did the project have on assessor time?

· What factors were important in achieving the effect on assessor time?

· What have project outputs been?

· How useful have project outputs been, especially the recommendations for the use of audio feedback?

· What factors have contributed to the utility of the outputs?

The evaluation framework was:

	Evaluation Questions
	Indicator
	Source of information
	Collection method

	What do you want to know?
	How will you know?
	Where can the data be obtained?
	How will the data be gathered?

	What effect did the project have on the nature of feedback?
	Types of responses to student and assessor questionnaires and interviews
	Sounds Good outputs.

Students & assessors in Sounds Good 2
	Reading Sounds Good outputs

Questionnaires/interviews with assessors & students (questionnaire only)



	What factors were important in achieving the effect on feedback?
	Types of responses to student and assessor questionnaires and interviews
	Sounds Good outputs.

Students & assessors in Sounds Good 2
	Reading Sounds Good outputs

Questionnaires/interviews with assessors & students (questionnaire only)

	What effect did the project have on assessor time?
	Assessor time spent compared with previous years
	Sounds Good outputs.

Assessors in Sounds Good 2
	Reading Sounds Good outputs.  Questionnaires/interviews with assessors

	What factors were important in achieving the effect on assessor time?
	Types of responses to assessor questionnaires and interviews
	Sounds Good outputs.

Assessors in Sounds Good 2
	Reading Sounds Good outputs Questionnaires/interviews with assessors

	What have project outputs been?
	List of project outputs
	Sounds Good website
	Reading website 

	How useful have project outputs been, especially the recommendations for the use of audio feedback?
	Types of responses to assessor questionnaires and interviews
	Sounds Good 2 outputs.

Sounds Good website.

Students & assessors in Sounds Good 2.
	Reading Sounds Good 2 outputs

Questionnaires/interviews with assessors & students (questionnaire only)

?Questionnaire to project leads and/or evidence from project bids

	What factors have contributed to the utility of the outputs?
	Types of responses to assessor questionnaires and interviews
	Sounds Good 2 outputs.

Sounds Good website.

Students & assessors in Sounds Good 2.
	Reading Sounds Good 2 outputs

Questionnaires/interviews with assessors & students (questionnaire only)

?Questionnaire to project leads and/or evidence from project bids


Evaluation Activities

Sounds Good

Data-gathering was done mainly by questionnaires, administered by the module leaders on their students, and by the project leader on the module leaders, supplemented by comments from module leaders to the programme leader where offered.  Initial plans for focus groups with participating students were abandoned due to the difficulty of interesting students in participating

Sounds Good 2

The main activities were gathering and analysing data. Data has been derived from a number of sources: 

· a trawl through the Sounds Good website and blog and through the Emerge (U&I community support team) blog conducted by the external evaluator

· a review of project documentation by the external evaluator

· questionnaire responses from module leaders and students – the questionnaire is contained in Appendix 1 below.– distribution of questionnaire and collation of responses into module digests was by the Project Leader as described in the project report;

· telephone interviews with staff at York St John, Newman College, and Northampton University, conducted by the external evaluator – see appendix 2 for details

· face to face meeting between a group of staff from Leeds Met and the external evaluator.

The initial plan to visit York St John, Newman College, and Northampton University was abandoned due to the difficulty of getting enough staff together to justify the cost of a visit.  The telephone interviews replaced these meetings.

Evaluation Findings

What effect did the project have on the nature of feedback?

Staff and students involved in the project were overwhelmingly positive about the experience.

For students, audio feedback was “more detailed,” “more substantial,” “more focused”.  They appreciated the apparent immediacy and personal nature of contact with staff, “more personal,” “it felt like Steve was in the room with me,” “I knew you actually watched my piece of work.”  They also appreciated reduced turn-round times.  One assessor, for example, had been struggling to meet the institution’s stipulated maximum three week turn-round time when using text-based feedback, but now found that he generally was able to turn feedback round in two weeks

Students, as well as staff, had to learn how to use audio feedback effectively, “Initially I found it disjointed, mainly because I didn’t have my assignment beside me when listening. However, on re-listening with the assignment, I found it very helpful.”

A minority of students preferred written feedback, with a few asking for both audio and written comments.  For some, this was because it was quicker to skim-read a piece of text than to listen to an audio recording to find the passage of particular interest.  In some cases though, criticism was essentially criticism of the content of the feedback rather than of the audio medium.

Some students expressed concern that audio feedback should not replace face to face contact with staff.

Assessors generally felt that they were doing a better job.  Even where learning curves were steep, and assessors had invested a large amount of time, most planned to continue with audio feedback, “It was a tough learning curve with a lot of frustration… [but]…I’m a convert and a fan, and I think it is great.”.

Assessors noted that students were more engaged with audio feedback.  One reported that students were more likely to approach him and discuss it further. The positive feelings of assessors about the project resulted largely from this increased engagement; staff were no longer frustrated that students were not making best use of the feedback provided.

Some assessors, teaching postgraduate modules in one to one situations, noted that audio feedback had a particular purpose, providing an artefact that could be used as a focus for discussion at subsequent tutorials. 

What factors were important in achieving the effect on feedback?

The factors influencing the effect on feedback during the project may be divided into four broad categories where comparisons may be made with text-based feedback:

· Content;

· Format;

· Affective impact of medium 

· Turn-round time;

and three categories particular to the project:

· Re-examination of feedback practice

· Technical issues;

· Systematic investigation.

Of the comparative issues, the affective impact, due largely to qualities of its format, seems by far the most important, as summarised in the table below. There seems little evidence that the more detailed content appreciated by students could not have been delivered by traditional text-based marking.  Sometimes, it had been previously; sometimes it had not.  But for staff, “[giving] audio feedback is much more exciting [than electronic marking],” so they were more inclined to give the detail, and students seemed better able to absorb the detail in audio form. Students noted that because audio is a richer medium than text, and they could hear nuances and the intonation of the marker’s voice, it was easier to grasp what the lecturer felt was most important, or to understand better why they had received a particular mark.  Feedback was, “better because the tone of the person’s voice helps put emphasis on the areas they thought most important, whereas this can be lost in written feedback.”  Even where, “I didn’t like [a negative comment], I totally understood why you said it.”   In addition, students found the assessor, “voice and positive tone reassuring and comforting and could tell I wasn’t cross, just being constructive. Sometimes this doesn’t come across in written words on feedback sheets.”  This can be particularly important for widening participation students.

Another aspect of the format noted by several assessors is that they use simpler and more natural language when speaking, rather than writing, their feedback.  This is of particular value for students whose first language is not English, where the format also gave them a chance to enhance their listening skills

Comparison of text and audio feedback as evidenced by Sounds Good project

	Characteristic of feedback
	Text
	Audio

	Content
	Detailed individual feedback can be given

Students can re-read feedback
	Detailed individual feedback can be given

Students can replay feedback

	Format
	Students may have to work hard to interpret comments

Sophisticated language often used

Can enhance student reading skills

May be easier for the hearing impaired


	Intonation and emphasis helps students interpret comments

Natural language can promote understanding

Can enhance student listening skills

May be easier for the visually impaired

May be easier for dyslexic students

Warmth of voice can aid confidence

	Affective impact
	Students frequently don’t engage
	Students find it engaging

Staff are enthused by student engagement

Staff often find it exciting, but can be reticent or nervous of speaking and hearing their recorded voices

	Turn-round time
	
	Some reductions reported


Several participants have queried whether the increased student engagement noted is due to the novelty of the medium.  By separating out the characteristics of the format from the affective impact, one might predict that even when the novelty is over, the medium will retain a number of benefits.  The group at Newman College, is hoping to address these very issues in an ongoing project (see 4.5 below)

Several other attributes of audio feedback, for example that students can replay several times, or that increased student engagement might be due to the grade being hard to find so that students were forced to listen to the feedback, can, in principle, be achieved through text-based feedback.  Here, the project seems to have provided both assessors and students with a valuable opportunity and incentive to re-examine their feedback practice.

One of the values of the project, mentioned by a number of participants, is that it has provided a common framework; although details of implementation have varied, all were working to essentially the same specification and within the same evaluation plan.  Participants have felt that they were part of a systematic investigation that has increased the value of the individual experience and led to far greater understanding of the conditions under which audio feedback might be beneficial and the technical means through which this benefit is best achieved.

What effect did the project have on assessor time?

The effect of the project on assessor time were variable, depending on a number of factors.  These factors, and evidence for the most favourable conditions for audio feedback, are considered extensively in the main project report, and are only summarised briefly here.  

The institutions and assessors involved were all wrestling with essentially the same problem of providing timely feedback, “and often there is a tension between constructive and comprehensive feedback and the speed at which it can be delivered. Although the first phase of Sounds Good did not suggest that providing audio feedback would reduce the time involved in providing it, it did suggest that with practice and by observing certain ways of working, it could be provided quite quickly”  
A few queried whether audio feedback would be scalable to classes of over 100.  One member of staff, giving short feedback to a large group noted, “The efficiency of giving audio versus written feedback would depend very much on what kind of assessment it was – the feedback I gave was quite short and very repetitive and it was incredibly boring doing the audio feedback. Also I am used to writing and typing, so that would be much quicker for me.”

Sometimes, time savings were a secondary effect.  For example one assessor, provided audio feedback on exams where previously no feedback had been given.  Although this, naturally, increased the time taken on exam feedback, it dramatically reduced the number of students subsequently seeking personal interviews to discuss their results from 60% to 5-10%

What factors were important in achieving the effect on assessor time?

Effects on time taken were variable, depending on:

· the baseline of previous feedback against which time was compared; 

· the technical familiarity of staff with the systems used;

· how easily audio feedback could be fitted into institutional processes and work flows

· relative writing/typing and speaking speeds of assessors

· size of student cohort

· amount of feedback given

What have project outputs been?

Planned outputs from Sounds Good were
:

· a reflective project blog, available to the EMERGE community;

· contributions (as appropriate) to the eFramework semantic wiki;

· practice guidelines (written and as podcasts) for practitioners wishing to use digital audio for feedback to students;

· advice on integration of digital audio feedback into a widely used virtual learning environment (Blackboard Vista);

· a project report for JISC;

· conference and workshop presentations (e.g. ALTC, HE Academy, SEDA) (if accepted);

· a paper submitted to a peer reviewed journal.

Planned outputs from Sounds Good 2 were
:

· Three more institutions beginning to use audio feedback. All institutions will engage with the Emerge community. (Sept 2008 onwards)

· 12 further Leeds Met staff (making 27 in total) using audio for feedback in a wider range of disciplines. (Sept 2008-Feb 2009)

· 12 other staff (four each at Newman University College, York St John University and the University of Northampton) staff using audio for feedback. (Sept 2008-Feb 2009)

· Reflective project blog, available to the HE community. (Academic year 2008-9)

· Refined practice guidelines on the use of audio for feedback. (Feb 2009)

· Proposals for further use of audio for feedback at all four partner institutions. (Feb 2009)

· Conference and workshop presentations at Leeds Met, partner institutions, HE Academy subject centres and JISC services. (Academic year 2008-9)

· Project report submitted to JISC. (Feb 2009)

· External evaluation report on Sounds Good and Sounds Good 2. (March 2009)

The proposed outputs of both projects have been achieved, with the exception of a reduced number of Leeds Met staff involved in Sounds Good 2 (7 rather than 12) and contributions to the eFramework wiki.  In all the project has involved 38 teachers and at least 1,201 students in four institutions at all educational levels from foundation degree and first-year undergraduate to doctoral. 

The number of conference and workshop presentations by the project leader has significantly exceeded those planned, numbering 24 between Jan 2008 and March 2009, with further talks planned (see main project report for details)

This high number of speaking engagements is due to the considerable publicity the project has attracted.  It was shortlisted for a Times Higher award, and was featured in The digital student, a Guardian supplement in December 2008.  The project leader has published an article about it in Educational Developments (SEDA), and it will also appear as a case study in the forthcoming Effective Practice in a Digital Age (JISC).

Further outputs that were not in the original plan have been generated by staff involved in the project.  All institutions involved now have plans for rolling audio feedback out further through their institutions, generally using a cascade model with existing participants as champions and tapping in to the considerable interest in the project among their colleagues.  Staff from all institutions are also giving presentations at external conferences, and publishing papers, on their experiences.  In particular they are feeding their experiences into their discipline’s HEA subject centres.  

At least one funding bid is going forward: Newman College are bidding to ESCALATE (HEA subject centre) for a project to examine the affective issues of audio feedback, investigating the following questions:

· Does the use of audio feedback change the nature of the student-tutor encounter in relation to the affective dimensions of student learning?

· How does the interrelationship of audio feedback, textual annotation and sequencing of the feedback narrative impact on student understanding, interpretation and misconceptions in the field of study? 

· In what ways might the above impact on assessment outcomes and student engagement?

How useful have project outputs been, especially the recommendations for the use of audio feedback?  What factors have contributed to the utility of the outputs?

The recommendations for the use of audio feedback are regarded by the project leader as the most important output of the project.  They have been revised and refined during the course of the project in the light of experience.  They have been well received and felt to be useful by those implementing audio feedback in the three extra Sounds Good 2 institutions, being valued for being “simple common sense guidelines, particularly useful on a practical level.  They were written in plain English and easy to understand.”  However, one noted that “[the guidelines] underestimated the amount involved in implementing audio feedback if starting from a low technological baseline” and that “more guidance would have been great” and this suggestion seems to be borne out by reports of difficulties in working out their processes in the early stages by other assessors.  
These latter comments seem to reflect that, as noted in the project report, communication lines between the project leader and some team members became tenuous.  As noted in numerous other projects involving practice change and sharing of experience, one-way dissemination is seldom adequate on its own and writing complete instructions covering all eventualities is a near impossibility; two-way interaction is necessary for passing on expertise
.

Interaction with the project leader was an output that was significantly valued in its own right.  Personal meetings, whether at planned events or unplanned, was cited by all three additional institutions as the main stimulus for involvement in Sounds Good 2.  The workshops subsequently run by the project leader at these institutions were very valuable in getting staff engaged with the project: “He set a very clear spec. and clear advice about what machines to use”

Other significant factors in the successful take up of Sounds Good 2, viewed as an output of Sounds Good, were that it::

· Provided a common, systematic evaluation framework, “the project provided a pre-existing framework of reports, questionnaires, etc” although one participant suggested that the form of the questionnaires themselves should, perhaps, be evaluated to check their ability to surface all types of interesting outcomes;

· Was topical and in line with policies the institutions were planning anyway;

· Credible with institutional senior management because of the external funding.  Although the amount of money was not large, it, “changed the status of the project from an internal one, to a collaborative external one which was important in leveraging Senior Management support” 

The website and blog has provided a public face for the project and a useful repository of project documents, but there is little evidence that it has had anything like the impact of other dissemination activities.  Engagement with the website appears to have been greatest when suggestions made there have been controversial.  For example, the Demonstrator: book review exercise and mp3 feedback (28.4.08) generated discussion as the mark assigned in the exercise was controversial.  In general, though, the content of the blog has been fairly tightly controlled as a public facing document.  In contrast to some U&I projects, it has not been viewed as a mode of team collaboration.

The impact and successful dissemination of Sounds Good has been largely due to the enthusiasm and clear communication skills of the project leader.  As the project comes to an end, and the project leader nears retirement, ways of capturing these qualities for ongoing impetus are needed.  Project podcasts serve this purpose to some extent, but it has been suggested that outputs need to give a concise flavour of the nature of audio feedback in a “bite size” way.  For example, a sheet with an overview and soundbites about the nature and value of audio feedback.  Such a sheet would be very useful for PGCTHE students.

Issues for future consideration

Apart from familiarity with the technology, institutional systems and processes seem to have a major impact on the time taken for audio feedback.  A way of automating return of feedback to students would be very valuable.

The projects are surfacing a number of questions about the richness of the format and associated affective impact of audio feedback that are of great pedagogic significance and would be worth exploring.  Some of these are currently the subject of a bid for ongoing funding.

The use of audio feedback with postgraduate students in 1:1 situations was highlighted by a number of participants as one to explore further.

Conclusions

Sounds Good and Sounds Good 2 have been highly effective projects which have had a significant effect on changing the practice of participants.  In the words of one participant, “the project represented great value for money.  For the amount of money invested, it had made an initial impact, with the potential for a much greater impact.”

The project experience has been well captured and disseminated, and is being widely rolled out.  

The conclusions of internal evaluation, contained in the project reports, are supported by this external evaluation report.

Although it is not clear whether the original aim of reducing assessor time will be achieved, the project has generated significant understanding of the circumstances in which time is likely to be reduced, and the systems and processes that will help reduce time.  These are discussed in detail in the project report.

The project has also generated significant evidence for the richness of format and affective impact of audio feedback, which may make it beneficial even where assessor time is not saved.  This evidence has generated a number of questions that should be explored further for their pedagogic implications.

The affordance of the audio medium is only one of the factors in the success of the project.  Other significant factors have been the enthusiasm and clear communication skills of the project leader; the uniform framework that has enabled semi-systematic collation of experience; and the incremental funding model (pilot project plus subsequent benefits realisation) that has ensured credibility for the project and senior management buy-in at all the institutions involved.

Appendix 1: Sounds Good 2: Quicker, better assessment using audio feedback

Staff Questionnaire 2
For use after the FINAL round of audio feedback.

Please complete and return to Bob Rotheram.

1. Your name

2: Your institution: Leeds Met / Newman / Northampton / York St John

3. Module name

4. Programme of which the module is a part

5. Level (1, 2, 3, M, etc.)

6. Module credits (how many?)

7. Delivery mode (e.g. full-time, on-campus)

8. Coursework item on which you have most recently given audio feedback (e.g. essay, lab report, presentation)

9. At what stage of preparation was the coursework on which you most recently gave audio feedback? Please tick one of the options below.

· Early stages / rough ideas

· Incomplete draft

· Full draft

· After formal submission for assessment

· Other (please explain)

10. What tools have you used to record the most recent batch of audio feedback? Tick ALL that apply.

· Edirol R-09 hand-held recorder

· PC with Audacity software

· WIMBA Voice Tools

· Other (please explain)

11. How easy has it been to use the recording tools recently? Please complete this table as far as you can.

	Tool
	Very easy
	Fairly easy
	Neither easy nor difficult
	Fairly difficult
	Very difficult

	Edirol R-09
	
	
	
	
	

	PC + Audacity
	
	
	
	
	

	WIMBA Voice Tools
	
	
	
	
	

	Other
	
	
	
	
	


12. Do you have any other comments about using the recording tools?

13. Once recorded, how easy has it been to get the most recent audio feedback ready to send to students? Please complete this table as far as you can.

	Tool
	Very easy
	Fairly easy
	Neither easy nor difficult
	Fairly difficult
	Very difficult

	Edirol R-09
	
	
	
	
	

	PC + Audacity
	
	
	
	
	

	WIMBA Voice Tools
	
	
	
	
	

	Other
	
	
	
	
	


14. How did you send the most recent audio feedback to students? Please tick ALL that apply.

· Email to students’ university/college email addresses

· Email to students’ private email addresses

· In ‘X-stream’ (Leeds Met’s virtual learning environment)

· Other method (please explain)

15. Do you have any comments about sending the most recent audio feedback?

16. About how long was a typical item of the most recent audio feedback? Please tick.

· Less than 2 minutes

· 2-5 minutes

· More than 5 minutes

· Don’t know / Can’t say

17. With the most recent batch, how much time did you typically spend giving audio feedback to a student compared with your usual methods? Please tick and explain.

· Less time

· About the same time

· More time

· Don’t know / Can’t say

Explanation

18. Do you have any other comments about giving audio feedback?

When completed, please return this questionnaire to Bob Rotheram. Thanks for your time.

Appendix 2: Interview details

Those involved in interviews and meetings were:

· Leeds Met meeting: Bob Rotheram ( Project Leader), Simon Thomson (Project manager and assessor), David Lane (assessor), Tony Renshaw (assessor)

· York St John: Simon Sweeney (institution lead and assessor)

· Newman College: Steve Dixon (assessor)

· Northampton University: Caroline Stainton (institution lead)

Questions used in telephone interviews and adapted for meeting

· How did you hear about the project? (If outputs – what made them attractive?)

· What made you decide to take part in the project?

· Have you made use of recommendations/outputs of SoundsGood 1?

· How useful have they been in helping you adopt audio feedback methods?

· Why have they been useful?

· What use have you made of the Sounds Good website or blogs?

· What did you hope to achieve when you started the project?

· Has that been achieved – how and why? 

· What recommendations for anyone else wanting to use audio feedback

· Are you planning to continue using audio feedback – why (not)? How?

· Are you planning to pass your experience on to others, and if so, how?

The evaluator made detailed notes during each interview or meeting.  These were later typed up and sent to the interviewees for checking before being used as sources of evidence.

� Sounds Good project proposal


� Sounds Good 2 benefits realisation proposal


� Eg. Collins, H. & Evans, R., 2007. Rethinking Expertise, Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press.  
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