


Given the experiences most of us have had related to receiving feedback, we may beill-
prepared to think of feedback or use feedback as a communication skill. We may think
of feedback mostly in its negative forms: a parent’ s thoughtless remark, afriend’s
careless comment, a stranger’ sinsult, ateacher’s criticism, or a supervisor’s poor written
evaluation. Because of the power differential that existsin these situations, we may not
have had the ability to ask for clarification, to ask for suggestions for improvement, or to
learn from the feedback (Porter, 1982). However, feedback between all learners—be
they students, practitioners, teachers, or mentors—in a collaborative learning
environment is intended to be useful and empowering.

What Char acterizes Effective Feedback?
According to Porter (1982) there are three main characteristics of effective feedback.

1" Effective feedbackBDC pormEffective j0.00sin can3 Tc -0.0008 Tw 12 0 6 12 324.6 667.5679606 T



Sample Two

“There were three features of the interpretation that | observed as being effective
in representing what the speaker was discussing. The first was the use of space to
set up the physical arrangement of the carsin the lot at the dealership. By using
classifier handshapes and space, the cars were established in straight lines, in
multiple ro



Effective Feedback: An Analysis

Both examples are addressing the same sample of work. One is more brief and direct,
while the other is more elaborated. Which one provides more specific information about
the interpreting work? Which example would be more useful and empowering to you as
a learner? The description of behaviors, supported by specific examples of when the
behavior was observed, providesinformation that can be used for reflection and growth.

Another difference in the two samples is in the degree of personalization. In the first
sample, the repeated use of the word ‘you’ could be perceived as accusatory or blaming
and focusing on the individual. In the second sample, the use of the term ‘the work’ or
‘the interpretation’ shifts the attention to the product versus the individual. This fosters
attention to behaviors—things that can be improved or changed—versus the individual
who might receive the comments as personal criticism.

Another difference relates to the judgmental quality attached to the work in sample one
by the use of terms such as ‘good’, ‘pretty good’, or ‘decent’. These termsimply avalue
judgment regarding worth of the work. In some instances, these terms are used without
any description of what made the work ‘good’, ‘pretty good’, or ‘decent’. So, although
these terms may provide an immediate sense of satisfaction to the listener—because they
offer terms that are familiar or favorable—they are ‘empty’ because they are not
descriptive or informative. Conversely, the use of the terms ‘effective’ or * less than
effective’ focus on the implication of the message and whether it would be understood.
These terms are more neutral and foster attention to the end product.

How information was organized in the two samples is yet another difference. The first
sample alternately identifies something that didn’t work with something that did. This
organization makes it more difficult to identify patterns or specific features that are being
addressed. The second sample organizes the information into two categories—what
worked and what didn’t, and isolates specific features. The use of the features provides
an overarching label or category for the feedback. Then, examples can be provided
illustrating the feature in specific applications. Although this requires more description
and explanation, it is more useful to the recipient of the feedback.

For sure, the first sample can be communicated faster and easier. It is aways easier to
make generalizations that do not require explanation or justification. The question is
whether faster and easier is consistent with the goals of feedback. Does it foster
collaboration, openness, and reflective processing? Or, does it foster defensiveness and
resistance? If it fosters the latter, then it is counter-productive to the intended goa of
feedback.

Constructing Useful Feedback M essages
The two examples illustrate that the way messages are conveyed impacts on how the

message will be received. The affect, tone, and wording of feedback messages impacts on
the listener’s perception of meaning and intent. Consider again feedback you have
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received from a parent, a teacher, a friend, a co-worker, a stranger, or a supervisor. What
do you remember from the messages? Chances are you remember how the feedback was
stated, even more than the specifics of the feedback.

Messages that are evaluative, controlling, personalized, non-committal, or strategically
motivated make the message difficult to receive. Consider the following examples.

Messages That Make Listening Difficult:

I" Evauative- “This sentence was signed incorrectly.”

" Controlling- “1 think you should make your Fingerspelling more clear”

" Personalized- “You didn’t interpret some of the information. Y ou just
left it out.”

" Superior- “Since | have more experience in the Deaf Community,

it would be best if | took the lead on this assignment.”

I" Certain- “That sign is never used by deaf people.” “Deaf people
will never accept having a mentee observe during an actual
assignment.”

I" Neutral- “It doesn’t matter. Just do what you want.”

1" Strategic- “It would be better if you cameto aclass | am teaching on
Wednesday nights.”

M essages that are descriptive, solution-oriented, based on equality, and supportive or
open make messages easier to receive and promotes effective listening. Here are some
examples.

Messages That Promote Effective Listening:

1" Descriptive- “The work reflects the following combination of signs,
‘use + wrong + alcohol’, which could mean, ‘ the wrong
alcohol was used’, or *alcohol isbeing used wrong.” The
speaker said, ‘alcohol abuse'.

“The speaker said, ‘the future looks bright’. The
interpretation stated, ‘future + become + light’.

I" Solution Oriented  “ One option for enhancing skillsinthisareaisto view a
videotape and isolate only the pronoun forms. Review
the tape as often as necessary, until you feel comfortable
identifying all the pronounsin the text. Then, interpret the
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text—only interpreting the pronoun marker. Eventually,
when you are comfortable identifying the pronoun marker
and who it represents, you can interpret the rest of the

information.
" Equality “ What has your experience been related to that sign?
1" Supportive/Open “Interpreting is really difficult. | fedl frustrated at times,
too.”

So, when structuring feedback, striving to be descriptive and specific isimportant. Even
though doing so requires more time and effort, it will be more useful and empowering to
the receiver. If the amount of time available for feedback islimited, the number of
features addressed could be reduced to ensure that what is addressed is stated in away
that promotes collegiality and learning.

General Tipsfor Giving Feedback
Here are general tipsthat provide a framework for approaching the feedback process.

1" Feedback is not ademand to change.

I" Remember that the processis voluntary—feedback can be accepted or rejected.
So, the person providing the feedback can provide data that was observed without
trying to convince or persuade the receiver.

1" Describe behavior in terms of more or less, effective or ineffective, rather than as
good or bad.

I" Shareideas rather than give advice. Be resourceful and knowledgeable about
what is available for skill development.

I" Engage in conversation to explore alternatives and resources rather than always
give answers, solutions, or cures.

" Focus on behavior that the receiver can do something about rather than
shortcomings over which the receiver has no control. (As an example, focus on
the pace and production of fingerspelled items rather than the length or shortness
of theindividua’sfingers.)



ricocheted feedback is not useful or empowering. Thisisastrategy that is sometimes
used by feedback giversto transfer ‘ownership’ of feedback in an effort to avoid
confrontation or to mask true feelings. An example of this might be if the feedback giver
has an unresolved issue with the person they are providing feedback to, then triesto use
the feedback process to address the issue in an indirect manner. Another reason it is done
may relate to alack of confidence on the part of the feedback giver. By assigning their
observations to others, they may feel they gain more credibility. This strategy defeats
the overarching purpose of feedback and will damage the potential for a collegial
relationship.

Thereisabasic law of communication stating that the more relay stations a message goes
through, the more likely it is to be distorted (Hargrove, 1995.) In many situations,
therefore, second or third-hand feedback can be worse than none at all. The sender
doesn’t know if it was observed or described accurately. The receiver, realizing that the
information is probably distorted, either regards it as suspicious or doesn’t bother to act
onitat all.

Hereis an example of ‘ricocheted’ feedback.

“ The effectiveness of fingerspelling to convey technical term



growth and personal development. It is marked by focused observation that is descriptive
and specific, and offersinsight into both what was done effectively and what was done
that was less than effective. When feedback is provided in atimely manner and with a
genuine intent to foster collegial exchange, the results can be a powerful tool to advance
the profession.
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