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Abstract

This paper presents outcomes from a 3-year initiative to enhance student engagement through weekly
summative and formative feedback. The research concerns a first year undergraduate, tutorials-
supported, academic skills module, with an assessed online portfolio. In phases 1 and 2, half the student
cohort submitted a printed portfolio, while half completed an online portfolio. In the final phase, all
students completed an online portfolio (c.190 students). The research design has enabled a robust
comparison of the influence of assignment mode on the efficacy of marking and feedback, attainment,
student engagement, and tutorial management. The aims were to enhance student engagement,
improve digital literacy among staff and students (Clarke and Boud 2016), and to raise employability
awareness by developing a showcase of skills for prospective employers (Simatele 2015). The online
mode challenges the orthodox approach where the classroom is the focus of learning, to a student-
regulated mode, where learning is facilitated by tutors’ regular, individual, written feedback. Thus
frequent and interactive feedback, including elements of feed-forward and peer learning, help develop
students’ thinking and learning skills (Clark 2012).

Qualitative analysis reveals that the provision of rapid and regular feedback on work is the aspect most
valued by students. Tutors valued the ability to track students' progress by accessing online portfolios
and providing rapid feedback on completed work. Feedback and progress tracking is easy to give and to
receive online (Heinrich et al. 2007), but also creates accountability that is often absent in relatively
remote institutional monitoring systems (Stork and Walker, 2015). Some tutors found the marking and
feedback process easier online and that there was a positive impact on tutorials, while others found the
process more challenging. The online approach had an adverse effect on face-to-face meetings for
some, highlighting the need for guidance on tutorial management. Quantitative analysis of student
grades tentatively indicates higher attainment levels in the online mode, where progress tracking and
regular feedback occur.

There are some tensions between meeting the desire to provide very regular, rapid feedback, and
associated practical constraints. Barriers sometimes presented through non-engagement of learners,
likely influenced by an array of external as well as internal pressures. Nevertheless, engagement on the
whole was much improved. There were also constraints due to limited digital literacy, and tutors’
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workload pressures. The findings suggest that personalised progress tracking, prompt, regular feedback
on tasks, and multiple opportunities for group-based discussion of feedback, can promote student
engagement in both self-regulated and face-to-face learning activities.
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