Title: Enhancing Feedback in Tutorials

Author: Antoinette S. Peters, PhD

Category: Tutor training

Intended Audience: Problem-based learning small group tutors or teachers of small groups where group cohesion matters
Goal: To practice holding feedback conversations with individuals and groups.

Overview: This workshop helps tutors differentiate between approaches to (a) in-group versus out-of-group feedback and (b) feedback about cognitive deficits versus professional behavior. Tutors identify strategies and build skills through discussion and role play.

Rationale: 

Learning in small groups can be highly effective if the group functions well. To function well, however, each member must share an interest in and responsibility for all other members’ learning, while simultaneously attending to his/her own learning. Group facilitators (tutors) need to establish ground rules at the outset, in which they state their expectations and explain how the group will work (e.g., “we will attend all sessions; we will arrive promptly; we will contribute ideas and information; we will respect one another’s contributions”). When one or more group members fail to adhere to a rule, learning – and the discussion that supports learning – may suffer. How the group as a whole, or the tutor alone, deals with problems with group process determines whether the group matures appropriately or dissolves.
Resources Needed:

Reading:

Barnes LB, Christensen CR, Hansen AJ. Premises and practices of discussion teaching. In Teaching and the Case Method (3rd ed.). Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 1994.

Ende J. Feedback in clinical medical education. JAMA 1983;250:777-81.

Papadakis MA, Teherani A, Banach MA, Knettler TR, Rattner SL, Stern DT, Veloski JJ, Hodgson CS. Disciplinary action by medical boards and prior behavior in medical school. NEJM 2005;353:2673-82.

Faculty: One facilitator to time the activities and lead debriefing

Materials: Sufficient room for a tutorial group as well as 2-participant groups to talk without interference; scripts for role playing (provided); a paper case as the basis for discussion; flip charts or white boards on which to record elements of feedback

Handout: Feedback in Tutorials
Protocol: (90 minutes)

1. Participants identify the elements of effective feedback. (5 minutes)

2. Participants identify difficulties they have had giving feedback to students in tutorials. The facilitator then categorizes the types of problems identified and determines (a) whether most faculty have shared these experiences and (b) what strategies faculty have used to address the problems. (10 minutes)

3. The facilitator asks participants to take turns playing the roles of tutor and problem students (e.g., someone who is a superficial thinker, does not prepare appropriately for the tutorial discussion, or is otherwise not up to speed cognitively; or someone who is chronically late to class and always has an excuse that sounds plausible or evokes the tutor’s and group’s sympathy). The faculty forms a tutorial group, with one person serving as tutor. The group discusses a case for 8-10 minutes during which one of the scenarios plays out (see attached scenarios); or the tutor and the problem student talk one-on-one for 3-5 minutes. The group conducts the role plays in the following sequence:

a. Superficial student: Tutor provides feedback within the group (8 minutes)

b. Superficial student: Tutor provides feedback outside the group (3-5 minutes)

c. Tardy student: Tutor provides feedback within the group (10 minutes; student enters after 4 minutes)

d. Tardy student: Tutor provides feedback outside the group (3-5 minutes)

4. The participants debrief each scenario, asking: (10 minutes each)

a. How did the problem student feel receiving feedback in this manner?

b. How did it feel to the group when the feedback was given in the group?

c. How confident is the tutor that the problem student will change?

d. Compared with past experiences, do these strategies seem feasible and potentially effective?

5. Finally, the group considers how to write formal assessments in which they consider changes in students’ performance – or failures to change – by the end of the course. (10 minutes)

Role Play Scenarios

Scenario 1: Tutor

You are a tutor in a six-week basic science course for first-year students. There are 8 students in your tutorial, most of whom are doing good work. You are worried about one of them, however: Chris. Chris is an active participant but always seems to be one or two steps behind the others. Maybe it has to do with lack of preparation – whether the result of a non-science undergraduate major or lack of appropriate reading or good study skills you simply don’t know. You want the students to plumb the depths of each case and you want them to be collaborative, but instead Chris tends to lead the group from one superficial topic to the next. You are now beginning the third week of the course and feel it’s time for a corrective measure. You decide to see how the discussion goes today and then to find an opportune moment to discuss with the students how the group is working.

Scenarios 1: Chris

You are a first-year student in a six-week basic science course. There are 7 other students in your tutorial and a tutor who seems pretty nice. This is the third block for the year and you’ve been enjoying the tutorial method of learning. You’ve always particularly loved discussion groups, perhaps because you were a humanities major. This particular course is difficult, however, and you find yourself reading long into the night. Sometimes your head is swimming with new vocabulary, facts and figures, and you wonder how you’ll ever commit it all to memory. Then, when you get into the tutorials, there seem to be so many facets to each case to discuss that you hardly know where to begin.

Scenario 1: All Other Students

You are a first-year student in a six-week basic science course. There are 7 other students in your tutorial and a tutor who seems pretty nice. This is the third block for the year and you’ve been enjoying the tutorial method of learning. This material is more difficult than what you encountered in the first two courses and it isn’t made easier by having someone in the group who’s never had an undergraduate course in the topic and who keeps asking the group to jump from one idea to the next. You’d love to sink your teeth into one concept at a time and really get it before moving on.

Scenario 2: Tutor

You are a tutor in a six-week basic science course for first-year students. There are 8 students in your tutorial, most of whom are doing good work. You are worried about one of them, however: Chris. Chris is an active participant but always seems to be one or two steps behind the others. Maybe it has to do with lack of preparation – whether the result of a non-science undergraduate major or lack of appropriate reading or good study skills you simply don’t know. You want the students to plumb the depths of each case and you want them to be collaborative, but instead Chris tends to lead the group from one superficial topic to the next. You are now beginning the third week of the course and feel it’s time for a corrective measure. You decide to hold one-on-one feedback sessions with each student, beginning with Chris.

Scenario 2: Chris

You are a first-year student in a six-week basic science course. There are 7 other students in your tutorial and a tutor who seems pretty nice. This is the third block for the year and you’ve been enjoying the tutorial method of learning. You’ve always particularly loved discussion groups, perhaps because you were a humanities major. This particular course is difficult, however, and you find yourself reading long into the night. Sometimes your head is swimming with new vocabulary, facts and figures, and you wonder how you’ll ever commit it all to memory. Then, when you get into the tutorials, there seem to be so many facets to each case to discuss that you hardly know where to begin.

Scenario 2: All Other Students

Other students will not be present for this feedback session.

Scenario 3: Tutor

You are a tutor in a six-week basic science course for first-year students. There are 8 students in your tutorial, most of whom are doing good work. You are worried about one of them, however: Jan. Jan is an active participant but is chronically late. Each excuse sounds plausible and, in fact, you’ve felt sympathetic, but still the situation is disruptive and disrespectful to the group. You’ve even read that tardiness may predict later unprofessional behavior as a clinician. You are now beginning the third week of the course and feel it’s time for a corrective measure. You decide to see what happens today and then to find an opportune moment to discuss with the students how the group is working. You hope you can build upon your initial discussion about ground rules for the group.

Scenario 3: Jan

You are a first-year student in a six-week basic science course. There are 7 other students in your tutorial and a tutor who seems pretty nice. This is the third block for the year and you’ve been enjoying the tutorial method of learning, though you wish it didn’t begin so early. This course is difficult, you’re trying to keep fit by going to the gym every day and so you find yourself reading long into the night. You find that if you don’t stop off at Starbucks for a jolt of caffeine you simply don’t have the energy to engage in the discussion. (Please play this role defensively.)

Scenario 3: All Other Students

You are a first-year student in a six-week basic science course. There are 7 other students in your tutorial and a tutor who seems pretty nice. This is the third block for the year and you’ve been enjoying the tutorial method of learning. This material is more difficult than what you encountered in the first two courses and it isn’t made easier by having someone in the group who’s always late and makes the group rehash stuff they’ve already gone over. Well, maybe repetition is good, but still it feels annoying.

Scenario 4: Tutor

You are a tutor in a six-week basic science course for first-year students. There are 8 students in your tutorial, most of whom are doing good work. You are worried about one of them, however: Jan. Jan is an active participant but is chronically late. Each excuse sounds plausible and, in fact, you’ve felt sympathetic, but still the situation is disruptive and disrespectful to the group. You’ve even read that tardiness may predict later unprofessional behavior as a clinician. You are now beginning the third week of the course and feel it’s time for a corrective measure. You decide to hold one-on-one feedback sessions with each student, beginning with Jan.

Scenario 4: Jan

You are a first-year student in a six-week basic science course. There are 7 other students in your tutorial and a tutor who seems pretty nice. This is the third block for the year and you’ve been enjoying the tutorial method of learning, though you wish it didn’t begin so early. This course is difficult, you’re trying to keep fit by going to the gym every day and so you find yourself reading long into the night. You find that if you don’t stop off at Starbucks for a jolt of caffeine you simply don’t have the energy to engage in the discussion. (Please play this role defensively.)

Scenario 4: All Other Students

Other students will not be present for this feedback session.

HANDOUT: FEEDBACK IN TUTORIALS
Overview: This workshop helps tutors differentiate between approaches to (a) in-group versus out-of-group feedback and (b) feedback about cognitive deficits versus professional behavior. Tutors identify strategies and build skills through discussion and role play.

Learning in small groups can be highly effective if the group functions well. To function well, however, each member must share an interest in and responsibility for all other members’ learning, while simultaneously attending to his/her own learning. Group facilitators (tutors) need to establish ground rules at the outset, in which they state their expectations and explain how the group will work (e.g., “we will attend all sessions; we will arrive promptly; we will contribute ideas and information; we will respect one another’s contributions”). When one or more group members fail to adhere to a rule, learning – and the discussion that supports learning – may suffer. How the group as a whole, or the tutor alone, deals with problems with group process determines whether the group matures appropriately or dissolves.

A basic tenet of feedback is that it should be based on goals and standards the teacher and learner have jointly established. With such a foundation, students should expect feedback on their progress toward those goals. Some students, however, may resist receiving feedback or may defend against it once received. The underlying causes are various and require exploration rather than speculation. From another perspective, one must note that faculty may be remiss in establishing goals, standards and expectations regarding feedback; and they may be hesitant to give feedback. Their hesitation may also have multiple underlying causes, but whatever the reason, they need to develop strategies to become self-aware, to overcome their fears and to become skilled in providing feedback. Last, faculty need to document the behavior of difficult students and to understand that some behavior (e.g., tardiness, lack of engagement or defensiveness) is evidence of a lack of professionalism.

	Feedback Principles

	Feedback should be undertaken with the teacher and trainee working as allies, with common goals

Feedback should be well-timed and expected

Feedback should be based on first-hand data

Feedback should be regulated in quantity and limited to behaviors that are remediable

Feedback should be phrased in descriptive non-evaluative language

Feedback should deal with specific performances, not generalizations

Feedback should offer subjective data, labeled as such

Feedback should deal with decisions and actions, rather than assumed intentions or interpretations


Reading:

1. Barnes LB, Christensen CR, Hansen AJ. Premises and practices of discussion teaching. In Teaching and the Case Method (3rd ed.). Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 1994.

2. Ende J. Feedback in clinical medical education. JAMA 1983;250:777-81.

3. Papadakis MA, Teherani A, Banach MA, Knettler TR, Rattner SL, Stern DT, Veloski JJ, Hodgson CS. Disciplinary action by medical boards and prior behavior in medical school. NEJM 2005;353:2673-82.

Take Home Lessons:
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