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ABSTRACT. This Note from the Field is a reflection on the author’s first attempt
at using a combined feedforward and agile teaching approach. Typically,
professors receive student feedback at the end of a term through course
evaluations. These evaluations can be powerful professional development tools,
but the students who gave the feedback rarely benefit from their suggestions.
Using a feedforward and agile approach may help professors integrate feedback
during the semester and potentially increase student performance and/or
engagement

CECI EST MON HISTOIRE : L’EXPERIENCE D’UN PROFESSEUR EN DEBUT DE
CARRIERE UTILISANT UNE METHODE D’ENSEIGNEMENT FEEDFORWARD ET
AGILE

RESUME. Ce note du terrain est une réflexion sur la premiére tentative de
I'auteur d’utiliser une approche d’enseignement combinant le feedforward et
I'agilité. En général, les professeurs obtiennent les commentaires des éléves a la
fin d’un semestre par 'entremise des évaluations de cours. Ces derniéres
constituent des outils trés puissants pour le développement professionnel des
apprenants, mais ceux-ci n’en tirent pas vraiment profit. L'utilisation d’une
approche feedforward et agile peut aider les professeurs a intégrer les
commentaires tout au long du semestre, ce qui pourrait favoriser une meilleure
performance ou un engagement plus élevé chez les étudiants.

Over the last fifty years there has been growth in the field called scholarship
of teaching and learning (Felten et al., 2007; Tight, 2018). One of the goals of
this field is to improve student learning using scholarly inquiry and reflection
by examining your own teaching (Tight, 2018). A potential way to achieve this
goal is through course evaluations (Looney, 2018). These course evaluations
can provide feedback on a range of areas, such as student perceptions of the
best features of the course, as well as of the teaching—and notably, how to make
improvements. Many concerns have been expressed with these evaluations:,



easier classes often get better scores (Boehmer & Wood, 2017), evaluations
reflect both a racial or gender bias (Mengel et al., 2019; Reid, 2010)) and, the
focus of this Note from the Field, teachers are not able to implement the
findings (Surgenor, 2013). Students who submit feedback through end-of-term
course evaluations do not benefit from any of the suggested course changes, if
implemented; the following yeatr’s students may have their own unique needs
that may not be met if those changes are made (Cathcart et al., 2014). One way
to address this concern is using a feedforward approach like the one presented
by Glassey et al. (2018), such that feedback generated during the term can be
used by the teacher to achieve a desired outcome. This enables changes in the
course or its teaching to improve student mastery of a given topic or, as if the
focus here, course delivery (Lopez-Alcarria et al., 2019).

Using a feedforward approach to improve teaching in higher education can be
challenging. A teacher may have to modify lecture material, attempt a different
teaching style, or alter learning materials in a short amount of time. The agile
teaching method represents a response to these challenges. The agile method
started as a way to bring software to the market faster (Misra et al., 2012). To
achieve this goal, Beedle et al. (2001) created The Agile Manifesto. The manifesto
was guided by four values: 1) individuals and interactions over processes and
tools, 2) working software over comprehensive documentation, 3) customer
collaboration over contract negotiation, and 4) responding to change over
following a plan. Some of these values can be applied to education; specifically,
the 1) prioritizing individuals and interactions over processes and tools, 2) an
emphasis on working material rather than providing comprehensive textbook-
like documentation, 3) striving for collaboration (over contract negotiation),
and 4) responding to change rather than strictly adhering to a plan (Beedle et
al.,, 2001). Krehbiel et al. (2017) further explored the agile manifesto as it
related to teaching where the authors added the value of continuous
improvement. Most recently, Nissim and Simon (2020) used the agile
methodology to address the transitions teachers and schools had to make
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Using a feedforward system can tell a teacher
what to change, while the agile method can draw on responsiveness and
continuous improvement as a way to support students.

In this Note from the Field, I document my personal experience in executing
a feedforward strategy in my first year of full-time university teaching. The hope
is that teachers and colleagues can learn from, and build on, my findings to
improve responsiveness to teaching.

PERSONAL CONTEXT

I recently took my first academic job at a small university in a large Canadian
city. During my first year, I had a reduced teaching load: I taught one class in
the first semester and two classes in the second semester. Courses were all 4™



or 5™ year undergraduate courses, ranging in size from 15-30 students, and were
all online due to the COVID-19 pandemic. For each course, I was given the
previous year's syllabus and the freedom to change any aspects of the course, as
long as it met the stated objectives in the course outline. Although this was my
first academic appointment, I brought over 11 years of teaching experience at
various levels, ranging from kindergarten to university. I have also conducted
some research on feedback. This combined practical and theoretical
background enhanced my understanding of different strategies related to
teaching and learning.

MY APPROACH

For the courses I taught in my first year at the university, I decided to use a
combination of whole group sessions (i.e., lectures), small group breakouts
where each group would discuss different problems or situations related to the
day's lecture material, and student-led sessions (i.e., student presentations on
both topics of their choice and assigned topics, and seminars). To implement
a feedforward system in my teaching, I used a simple Qualtrics form that said,
“stuff my teacher should know” in an ode to Schwartz’ book (2016), I wish my
teacher knew: How one question can change everything for our kids and students. 1
instructed students to use this form of communication if they wanted to tell
me something about my teaching, the course content, concerns about
upcoming topics, or any other concerns about which the student wanted to
remain anonymous. I posted a link to this form at the beginning of lecture and
gave reminders throughout the course.

During the first semester, only one student used the form toward the end of
the term to voice their displeasure with the difficulty of one assignment. Their
comment was valid, but it was in partial opposition to the purpose of the
assignment. This is a common criticism of teacher evaluations — instructors
who grade easily and have easier courses will typically receive better teaching
evaluations (Boehmer & Wood, 2017). This one comment had me reflecting
on the tensions between student perceptions and teaching perceptions on the
teaching and learning experience. In the second semester, I had a similar
experience where students voiced their displeasure about a particular learning
task. The assignment had similar characteristics to the project from the first
semester. However, in the second semester, the students felt comfortable
engaging with me in dialogue about their concerns. I discussed the importance
of the learning task in relation to the class and their future careers. Students
seemed to understand and agree with the importance of the assignment. I felt
better that those students were comfortable giving me feedback, and we were
able to have a conversation about aspects of the course. In the future, I will take
more time explaining the importance of topics and learning tasks in the course,
but, more importantly, I will continue to use a relational approach to teaching



as | think engaging students in a feedback conversation provides a deeper
learning experience for both myself and my students (Telio et al., 2015).
Finding a way to combine a conversational aspect and a blinded approach
through an online program might allow for students to stay anonymous while
still being able to engage in a feedback conversation.

In the second semester, I received significantly more comments, but also
experienced significantly more stress. The comments included student
concerns around not having the necessary depth of understanding on certain
topics, requests for changes to presentation materials, feedback on marked
assignments, and other more personal notes. I found the comments to be
mostly helpful, but to implement the agile teaching method and respond to
change (rather than adhere to the plan I had set out) was stressful. Nevertheless,
I reviewed and reflected on all the comments. If I felt like I could implement
the change and it would lead to an improvement in course delivery, I created
new slides, prepared lecture material, re-thought the small group sessions or
changed how assessment and evaluation feedback was presented. For example,
I had originally planned on only doing an overview of different models used in
the field. However, upon checking the online form, I found that one student
wanted a greater depth of information, leading me to believe other students
might share the same concern. I decided to re-structure the next lecture to
achieve the required depth. Trying to be immediately responsive often led to
anxiety about checking the online feedback submission site. I became worried
that [ might not be able to make changes, and it was especially difficult receiving
negative feedback ( Cathcart et al., 2014; Lavigne, 2014; Yao & Grady, 2005).
I have wondered if my efforts were actually improving the learning experience
for my students or not, and have considered adding a survey about the feedback
approach.

Teaching and life-long learning go hand in hand. Like many attempts to
implement a new teaching method, my first experience with the feedback
approach was far from perfect, leaving me with many unanswered questions.
Does adapting course material and delivery on short notice carry more cost
than benefit? As I continue to teach these classes, I will become more confident
with students’ previous knowledge and build a larger material database, which
will make responding much easier. I aim to continue to implement some sort
of student feedback loop through all my courses, as I feel it is important in
teaching to listen to students’ voices so as to meet each class's specific needs.
By sharing my experiences in using this feedback method, my hope is to inform
and motivate others to try this practice—this so as to counter the limitations of
end-of-semester evaluations, once the experience of a course is over.
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