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Advancing Students’ Learning with Feedback

School
Tung Wah Group of Hospitals Li Ka Shing College

Background

This is a school in Fanling with a student intake of higher academic performance, 
though not everyone has the same English Language competence. To help the weaker 
language learners build a strong foundation and expand the language capacity for the 
stronger ones, S1 students are grouped according to their English ability and taught in 
small classes.

The students were dutiful, cooperative and respectful to the teachers, but they were 
not active learners of English.  This was reflected in their writing assignments.

Improving students’ writing skills and changing the way they perceive what is meant 
by writing were the focal point of the experiment when the teachers decided to join this 
project. The teachers hoped to gain the knowledge, skills and insights from assessment 
literacy so that they could use effective assessment practices to enhance the teaching of 
writing and to empower their students to monitor and evaluate their own learning from 
the process of writing.

Level
Secondary 1

Strategies Used

1. Writing Assignments beyond the Designated Writing Periods

The use of formative assessment activities such as ‘one-sentence/one-minute 
summary’, ‘because-so-but-though sentences’ and ‘responses to a written text with a 
double entry journal’ in every English lesson provided lots of opportunities for students 
to write and for teachers to find out whether students understood the learning materials 
and whether they were able to express their understanding in writing. Based on the 
students’ work, teachers gave constructive feedback and encouraged peer evaluation and 
self-reflection.
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2. Needs Analysis

Needs analysis is an important strategy for initial assessment to gauge students’ 
prior learning, from which teachers are able to determine their next step of teaching.  
The teachers of this school are resourceful. They used an online polling tool to identify 
students’ needs and consequently adjust the learning materials, e.g., teachers (a) showed 
an additional video clip when students expressed the need for more guidelines on 
creating an app and (b) replaced the vocabulary list provided by the course book with 
words and expressions that were required for the task. Subsequent exercises were 
provided as scaffolding exercises to ensure students’ understanding. The following slides 
show how the teachers used needs analysis as a strategy for initial assessment.

Teachers’ reflection on connecting classroom tasks into formative assessment opportunities
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3. Thoughtful Use of  Graphic Organisers
Teachers made use of graphic organisers to help students understand the text 

structure and then guide them to create a piece of written work from the information 
written in the graphic organisers. 

Beginning from the drafting stage, teachers collected evidence from students’ work 
in the graphic organiser so that they could offer the necessary feedback to help students 
rethink their own writing. The following shows the process by which the teacher made 
full use of a graphic organiser as assessment, and simultaneously as a tool to help 
students to acquire the necessary writing skills.
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4. Feedback
Based on 60,000 evidence-based studies from English-speaking regions, Professor 

John Hattie and his research team have identified 150 practices that have an impact on 
student academic achievement. Feedback is among the ones with the biggest effect size 
(Hattie, 2012).

The teachers found the same from their own experience. They provided continuous 
feedback, interacting with the students, thus creating a need and an environment for 
students to keep writing. The students were receptive to their efforts and repaid the 
teachers’ good will with their willingness to write and improvements in their writing.  
The following shows the proactive response made by the students.
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5. Writing Projects

The teachers were dedicated and thoughtful. They decided to make the best use of 
the school suspension period to enhance students’ writing skills. To effectively complete 
the writing process, continuous feedback is essential. But continuous feedback needs 
time - and the suspension period was just the right time to get students to go through the 
whole writing process. 

To make writing meaningful, students needed a topic that was relevant to their daily 
life experience. At the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, the course unit ‘Connected’ 
was taught. A writing project with the topic of ‘Creating an App’ was designed. Students 
were required to design and write about an app which would make life better or solve a 
daily life problem. The final product was an oral presentation. 

A writing project provided room for continuous feedback as students, beginning 
with gathering and generating ideas for sharing with, and receiving feedback from friends 
and classmates. This was followed by revision and further feedback from the teacher.  
In addition to the feedback shown in the previous slides, the following shows further 
rounds of feedback by the teacher and their effects.

Self-evaluation became the norm in a writing project.
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Actions Taken

Planning began after the first of the three designated workshops. The designated 
workshops were for the following audience, (1) all teachers in the school, (2) English 
teachers and (3) heads of all subject panels.

The first collaborative lesson planning meeting began in late September. Two 
textbook units were discussed and one of the units evolved into a writing project.  

The second and third workshops were held in late October. Teachers found the 
topics of data analysis and item analysis useful and inspiring, generating a great deal of 
interest in the ‘Assessment Literacy’ project. More discussions could have been organised 
had the school days been unaffected by COVID-19.

Zoom meetings were held during the school suspension period for further 
discussions on assessment related issues, e.g., rubrics for self-reflections by the students 
on their own written work.
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Impact

For the teachers, watching students improving in their writing skills and engaging in 
the writing task was perhaps the greatest gain from this project. 2019/20 was a difficult 
year. With the COVID-19 pandemic and school suspensions, application of the strategies 
on online classes and internal dissemination across the panels became barely possible. 
However, the teachers made extra efforts to engage the students in extended writing by 
going through the writing process with them.

.
1. Student Level

The students were responsive to this mode of learning. Many enjoyed the process 
and cherished the frequent feedback from the teacher and their classmates. They 
generated interesting ideas by continuously revising and refining their writing. The 
following are some results of the writing project. 
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2. Teacher Level

Apart from the ideas and concepts of assessment literacy in general, the teachers 
found the following noteworthy:

•			Exam paper item analyses (different question types and skills required) for the 
improvement of  assessment design.

•	 Process writing as it allows opportunities for writers to reflect on their own 
writings and make improvements as they write. 

•	 The teaching ideas shared in the workshops were insightful.
•	 Analysis of  students’ performance in the Hong Kong Diploma of  Secondary 

Education (HKDSE) reading paper.
•	 Deconstructing a written text and using the information they contain to form 

a new piece of  written work.
•	 Think-Pair-Share activities among students.
•	 How to design teaching materials that can clearly reflect students’ learning 

progress and make good use of  teacher’s feedback to further assist students.



9797

•	 The teaching strategies and methods shared during the collaborative lesson 
planning meetings, which are worth trying.

The following strategies have been tried out by the teachers:
•	 Think-pair-share: students were better engaged in their learning.
•	 Group discussion and polling during online lessons.
•	 Feedback given generally to the whole class and to individual students, 

especially when face to face interaction was possible, e.g., pair work and 
group discussions (prior to the lesson, students prepared for the discussion as 
homework).

•	 The writing projects: the participating students responded enthusiastically 
because they had lots of  ideas about their new apps.

•	 Writing a one-sentence summary of  the lesson – students were able to tell 
briefly what they had learned in the lesson.

•	 Deconstructing a written text about new apps and designing and writing a new 
app of  their own; students found it much easier to process the information in 
the text. They were also more confident about designing their own app.

•	 Process writing and the writing process: brainstorming    drafting  
teacher’s feedback    editing    revision and rewriting    writing product

•	 Constructing meaningful feedback is very useful and valued.
•	 Text analysis of  Unit 8 for designing new apps and scaffolding writing 

activities.
•	 Students of  one group (most of  them were of  below average ability) were able 

to write about their own apps and a few cross-border students even submitted 
their work to eClass.

Way Forward

The teachers stated that they will definitely use or experiment with the following 
when circumstances allow.

•	 Group discussions when school resumes
•	 Consultations with individual students to help students improve their writing 

skills 
•	 Think-Pair-Share activities for self-assessment and peer assessment
•	 Making use of  formative assessment to engage students in doing tasks that 

allow teachers to assess the learning progress before the ‘final task’
•	 Group assessment task, in particular collaborative learning among students
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If the readers are interested in learning more about assessment literacy, the following 
books are useful references. 

Bachman, L. F., & Palmer, A S. (1996). Language testing in practice: Designing and developing 
useful language tests. Oxford University Press.

Culham, R. (2010). Traits of  writing. Scholastic. 

Fisher, D., Frey, N., & Hattie, J. (2016). Visible learning for literacy, Grades K-12: 
Implementing the practices that work best to accelerate student learning. Corwin.

Hattie, J. (2012). Visible learning for teachers: Maximizing impact on learning. Routledge.

McKenna, M. C., & Stahl, K. A. D. (2015). Assessment for reading instruction (3rd ed.). The 
Cuilford Press.

Regier, N. (2012): Book Two: 60 formative assessment strategies. Regier Educational Resources.

Tileston, D. W. (2004). What every teacher should know about student assessment. Corwin Press.


