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Bringing formative assessment to life:
using video to give feedback on ESOL learners’ writing

The problem

The video feedback process

As ESOL practitioners we are
constantly looking for development
and improvement in our learners’
English. When this doesn’t happen it
can be frustrating for the learner and the
tutor. Formative assessment plays a crucial role in
this development (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Race, 2010), but are we
giving feedback in the most effective way?

I don’t always
understand written
comments.

If I look on the paper I
see the correction but I
don’t understand why.
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Learner writing is scanned and saved as a PDF
document.

•

Most writing in ESOL classrooms is done by hand but this is
not a barrier to providing online feedback as the document
can be scanned.
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The tutor annotates the PDF. The process is
screen recorded in ‘real time’ and narrated
throughout the marking process.

•

This allows a ‘conversation’ to occur during the marking and
for both surface and deep level issues to be addressed.

Writing skills are particularly challenging for many ESOL learners and
giving written feedback can be problematic for several reasons:
• it may be ignored;
• it can be hard to read;
• it might not be understood;
• large amounts of ‘red ink’ can be demoralizing
• it can be hard for the tutor to convey nuances.
For these reasons it may not be easy for the learner to internalize
and to act on the feedback given, and the formative assessment
cycle becomes stalled.
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The study

•

The aims of the study were:
• To develop an innovative approach to giving and receiving
feedback that engages learners with the formative assessment
process
• To explore learners’ reactions to receiving video feedback on their
written work.
• To explore the tutor’s experience of giving feedback by video.
The study involved the researcher’s class of 15 multi-national adult
Level 1 ESOL learners at Highbury College in Portsmouth. Prior to
the study they had only received written feedback from the tutor on
their written work.

The video file and the annotated PDF are
uploaded to Moodle.
The files can be uploaded privately using the Assignment
activity in Moodle. File size issues that may occur when using
other technology (i.e. email) are not encountered.
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The learner accesses the files through Moodle.

•

This gives the learner the flexibility of when and where to
access the files and also the option of downloading to other
devices and printing hard copies.

For the study the class were divided arbitrarily into two groups. The
first group received video feedback for two months while the other
continued to receive only written feedback. The process was then
repeated with the second group.
Semi-structured one-to-one interviews were conducted at the end
of each cycle with the learners receiving video feedback. A focus
group was also held at the end of study with all the participants and
a questionnaire was completed.
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Findings
The learners reported that they:
• were able to understand the video feedback more clearly
• watched the feedback videos multiple times
• gained a better understanding of their mistakes
• enjoyed listening to the tutor’s pronunciation
• preferred the video feedback to written feedback
Reported issues:
• One student was unable to open the files at home
• One student couldn’t open the files on her tablet.
• A student with one computer in her household didn’t want to
rely on having to access the feedback at home.

With this method I have
more time. I have to be
focussed in the listening. I
put more attention in my
mistakes.
Video is very nice. I
remember better. I can
understand better. I
didn’t do the mistakes
again.
The tutor reported that:
• Preparing the video feedback did not take significantly longer,
and was actually quicker than if trying to convey the same level
of comment in writing.
• It was very rewarding to be able to easily articulate the success
criteria and model the process.
• The multi-modal approach allowed for more differentiation in
feedback.

Recommendations
• Conduct more trials of video feedback that build upon the
learning from this project with the full range of levels (E1, E2, E3,
L2) to see if learners have similar positive responses, or assess
which barriers they face.
• Carry out training with ESOL practitioners on the technology
required to give video feedback and address any barriers to
implementation that arise.
• Disseminate the research to practitioners within other
departments, particularly Adult Literacy, and to other sectors
(i.e. primary).

