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How Class Group Discussion and Positive
Feedback Increases Student Engagement and
Learning In International Postgraduate Students

DR. ANNA SEKHAR

Abstract—Substantiating the positive impact of both constructive
feedback and class group discussions, observations done in one of the
postgraduate management classes reveal some interesting facts that
constitutes the core of this research. Although these informal
observations were for one of the postgraduate units, this study could
extend to both undergraduate and postgraduate classes. Findings over
two trimesters authenticate how class group discussions and
constructive feedback instill confidence to enhance student
engagement and learning. This paper also expounds how such
changes are profound when the class sizes were smaller although in
both classes, the class participation and learning steadily increased
from the start of the trimester through to the end indicating a positive
correlation between feedback, student engagement and learning.
Considering some of the challenges such as cultural shyness in
international students, these constructive feedbacks and class group
discussions seem to help them mitigate such inhibitions thereby
enhancing their learning.

Keywords— class group discussion, communication, learning,
student engagements.

I. INTRODUCTION

Before delving into this paper and the observations made,
this research attempts to define the term feedback. When
defined, feedback is the facilitators’ response to a result or a
process implemented by the student (1). Simply stated, from
the viewpoint of a facilitator, a constructive feedback
highlights those areas that a given student could improve and
thus enhance their learning. Looking at the various types of
feedback, research studies delineate that a constructive
feedback could either be oral or written and appears institution
specific. This said, in a holistic sense, with the entire process
of giving feedback having undergone much transformation
both in qualitative and quantitative terms, the overall nature of
feedback seems summative with more focus on the grades than
enhancing student engagement and learning. With the above,
this paper aims to use the observation made to focus on the
importance of constructive and positive feedback along with
class group discussions to enhance both learning and student
engagement. While on the one hand, the scope of this paper
extends to other units at both undergraduate and postgraduate
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level; on the other, stretching this research even further, a
comparative study of how class group discussions enhance
student engagement and learning in the management units
across other universities in Australia is another area worth an
explore.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

Literature reviews from social-cognitive theory expounds
how human behavior is completely conditioned and regulated.
Psychological theories have thus far focused on learning
through effects of one’s actions (2). In its rudimentary form,
learning happens when students perform actions and notice the
effects of their actions. Observing the positive and negative
outcomes from a course of action, the entire learning process
begins. In academic literature, great emphasis exists on
facilitators’ need to provide effective and constructive written
or oral feedback to enhance overall learning and learners’
engagement (3). Learning from response outcomes signifies
the modulation of responses automatically and unconsciously
based on the consequences of their actions. In the case of
performing activities, student form ideas about what leads to
what, act on them, predict the possible outcomes; students’
learn from the feedback given whether their learning is
adequate or if any change in needed their overall learning (2).
This describes the handy role of a constructive feedback

An in depth study about the genesis of the term feedback, its
evolution delineates that feedback archetype in Oxford, and
Cambridge Universities adopt a detailed and frequent model
with weekly tests followed by the feedback from the respective
facilitator / tutor (Gibbs and Simpson, 2009 as cited in (2)).
This said, with an increasing number of students entering the
universities, this effective model appears to have undergone
transformation.

Viewing facilitators as drivers of feedback, many higher
education institutions face criticisms surrounding inadequacies
of feedback to students (4). There appears to be discussions
surrounding how, here in Australia, the course experience
survey completed by students across universities indicates a
less satisfied lot of students with response to their assessments
and corresponding feedback. Studies reveal that while some
students found their units interesting, barely a half of them
thought their facilitators to be enthusiastic. Some other
interesting revelations were that those students who worked on
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their own without any engagement in class discussion with
their peers seemed disinterested in any class activities
indicating a need for a constructive feedback and facilitation
of class engagement (5). Other similar views from various
literature indicate that resource constraints in higher education
clearly leaves an indelible impact on student experience, that
in turn signal the need for effective feedback practices to
enhance student engagement and learning (6). To annihilate
some of these criticisms, understanding some prescribed ways
for a constructive feedback is essential. While one approach
suggests a positive feedback (7), the other method most
effectively used is ‘feedback sandwich’ (8).

The term feedback sandwich implies a novel method where
a negative feedback sits embedded between two positive
feedbacks. As is apparent, this novel approach called feedback
sandwich seems designed to protect the motivation and self-
esteem of students. Recapitulating the inhibitions and shyness
that surround international students, whilst offering a feedback
sandwich, the facilitator wedges the deficits or areas to
improve in between two positive pieces of information (8).
This said, research also brings out that such models could
elevate the position of the facilitator to an ‘expert’ and that of
the learner to a ‘passive recipient of information’ which
indicates that the learners are less likely to grasp the feedback
given.

Given that learners are not only knowers and performers,
they are also self-reactors who have that distinct capability to
motivate, regulate and guide themselves (2). Thus, depending
on the skill of the facilitator and learner, feedback appears to
have that unique dyadic quality of either helping students
towards improving their performance or damaging the entire
learning process (8).

This said, it also appears evident that humans have that
advanced capacity for observational learning, which plays a
pivotal role in enhancement of skills and knowledge (2).
Clearly, although there does not appear to be one size fits all in
terms of feedback, overall, the very purpose is to enhance
student learning through constructive feedback. An in depth
research in this area also highlight a slow transformation in the
assessment pattern of higher education from the traditional
final examination style to a more continuous form of
assessment that could provide for a continuous constructive
feedback. This said, it may be worth recapitulating that there is
no one size fits all or simply, there is no universal structure to
the provision of feedback.

Looking into the broad definition of the term, feedback is
all dialogue to support learning in both formal and informal
situations (Askew and Lodge, 2000 as cited in Boud, D and
Molloy, E. 2013, p.10). There are literature reviews to explain
how feedbacks work productive when:

a) Students are involved in a dialogue about their learning
which in turn raises questions and awareness about their
quality performance
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b) Constructive feedback s assist students in their self-
evaluation that in turn enhance the engagement in class
discussions and provide learning.

Although at a higher education level, there are some pre-
requisite skills expected out of students, this said, these
existing skills sans constructive feedback diminishes learning
(4). With the focus on student engagement on the rise, there
seem to be many initiatives that aim at enhancing student
engagement and learning. In line with the above, the very
purpose of this paper is to explain that with class group
discussions and constructive feedback, some observations
made for the purpose of this research reveals an interesting
increase in student engagement and in class participation.
Further, with small class sizes, observations showed that the
duration of student engagement increased considerably, that in
turn played a profound part in enhancing student learning and
communication. This paper also proposes on extending such
observations to other units at both undergraduate and
postgraduate levels.

It is imminent that effective feedback appears to be
instrumental for class participation and student engagement
that then instills motivation, confidence and learning. With a
capacity to scaffold learning, engaging students with effective
feedback, helps mitigate elements such as cultural shyness and
other inhibitions, which shadow the growth of international
students. Laying great emphasis on student engagement and
learning, this paper clarifies that from an instructional process,
feedback helps fill the gap between the current level of
understanding and the level of understanding that the students
aim to achieve. Thus, feedback provides for the two main
audiences namely the facilitator and the student. While
facilitators use feedback to make decision surrounding
diagnoses and remediation, students use feedback to monitor
their gaps and strengths such that the grey areas could be
improved (9). Thus from the above, it is best understood that a
constructive and effective feedback primarily provides
convincing answers to questions such as;

1) Where am | going- what are the goals?

2) How am | going — what is the level of progress made?

3)Where to next — what steps are required to progress
further?

From the above, clearly, although one particular approach
does not seem to exist, some guidelines for effective feedback
includes:

1) Efforts from students to tackle challenges

2) Developing error-free skills that leads to a self-feedback
process and a modicum of knowledge, clear grasp of the
concepts (7).

It is therefore evident that the above modus operandi
enhances student learning through effective strategies that help
retain the required knowledge for employability and
leadership. All of the above explains the constructive role of a
positive feedback. This said literature reveals how in some
occasions, strategies for constructive feedback are less
productive (7). A less productive feedback instills
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disengagement and abandoning of goals (Bandura 1982;
Mikulineer 1988; Steinberg 1996 as cited in Hattie and
Timberely 2007, p.87) which again reverts to the importance
of constructive feedback seeming mandatory to develop self-
regulation and error detection skills.

A. Successful feedback

For a feedback to be successful, both facilitators and
learners understand and value constructive feedback (10).
Feedback becomes successful when learners know how to use
feedback and when they are equally active in the feedback
process. Thus, feedback becomes constructive only when
students understand the intrinsic value of the feedback given
and modulate their learning strategies to enhance their learning
process holistically. In line with the observations made in this
paper, being active in the overall feedback process appears to
create opportunities to self-reflect their work along with
others, encourage discussions with their peers that in turn help
learners come out of their shyness and inhibitions. Vividly, a
willing adoption and effective utilization of actions that
produce positive outcomes seem imminent as against those
unrewarding outcomes that become worth a discard. With a
view to succeed, learners play a pivotal role in influencing
their own motivation (2) which clearly signals the positive role
of a constructive feedback besides discussions in class that
foster learners’ engagement and learning.

The above thus expounds the importance of learners’
engagement to benefit from a constructive feedback. Studies
bring out how for an effective feedback, clarity surrounding its
purpose is quintessential. Some interesting arguments describe
feedback to best identify the gap between what is understood
and what is not, but that said, the effectiveness of feedback
depends on the nature of the gap (6). While some learners have
displayed immense interest and engagement to enhance their
overall learning, some others have displayed poor engagement
ranging from selective reading of feedback or sometimes no
reading of feedback at all. There are yet other part of research
that bring out a poor level of student commitment and
engagement that reflects on poor performance of students
overall (11).

B. Student Engagement

Attempting to give a succinct definition of this term, student
engagement implies students’ active participate in learning
activities. To have a successful student engagement, studies
reveal that a student must necessarily possess:

+ A goal or a reference that he/she should aim for

» Compare the current performance with the standard

» Engage in the possible action that can help fill the gap
and achieve the goal (9)

Attempting to answer the question as to how well do
learners engage in practice, this leads to another question on
how to nurture stronger engagement such that learners become
proactive receivers and seekers of constructive feedback.
Involving the learners in the overall feedback process reflects
a transformation in learners’ from being passive to more active
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receivers and seekers of feedback (3).

In general, studies reveal that student engagement revolves
around student satisfaction and equality of student experience
besides curriculum design that is not an object of focus in this
research. Imminently, feedback plays an important role in the
overall learning process and continues to be a subject of
ongoing discussion. Given the complex nature of feedback,
while on the one side, claims point to learners as best judges of
an effective feedback, the other side analyses if learners
recognize its benefits. As a careful analysis, this research lays
its importance on constructive feedback and student
engagement through class group discussions and alongside,
highlights the constrained nature of feedback owing to paucity
of time for facilitators. Whilst talking about effectiveness of
feedbacks, this paper also makes a brief mention that clarity of
its purpose makes feedback more effective (6). With hurdles
surrounding positive feedback, an amicable and amiable way
of solving the problem could mean a better understanding of
what feedback is from both facilitators’ and students’ view.

IV. CLASS GROUP DIScUSSION AND INCREASED STUDENT
ENGAGEMENT

There exists many arguments that favor active learning
through active participation in class discussion. There are
many questions existing surrounding how to engage students
effectively using a constructive feedback. Some studies
interestingly reveal that engagement in class is not solely the
responsibility of the student, but that said it is that interaction
between learners and facilitators that constitute engagement.
Although findings from one of the studies done on student and
staff effectiveness of feedback point out that students were
generally critical of the feedback received and claimed they
found it difficult to adjust their approach in line with the
feedback received (6).

It seem apparent that along with class group discussions and
constructive feedback from the facilitators and peers, a healthy
student engagement seem to prevail besides confidence,
motivation accompanied by healthy argumentative discussion
amongst students. A deeper understanding of student
engagement reveals that enhanced participation in class group
discussions seem to strengthen students’ understanding of the
concepts covered by the facilitator during lectures besides a
better capacity to retain the acquired information.

To substantiate this, this paper discusses the observations
made on a large group of students in one of the management
units at the postgraduate level. To fathom the whole idea, an
information observation done by the author on three separate
group of students over two trimesters has some interesting
revelations. In both the trimesters, results lean towards a
positive correlation between class group discussion, student
engagement and learning. Irrespective of the class size, these
results shown the same outcome. This said, out of the three
class groups chosen for this observation, two had a medium to
large class groups of up to 35 students and the other a smaller
number of students of up to 11 students.
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The above theoretical description stands best explained
using the following graphical representations. Giving a bit of
an insight into the diagrams shown below, graph 1 displays a
steady increase in student engagement by the students in one
of the management units at the postgraduate level in Trimester
2, 2019. While the number of students ranging from 1 to 35 is
shown on the horizontal axis, weeks ranging from weekl

weeks ranging from 1 to 10

through to week 11 is shown on the vertical axis. The blue bars
in the graph indicate increasing student engagement on weekly
basis in class group discussions. While some were actively
involved in engagement from the start, the involvement of
other students came from motivation by their peers besides
constructive feedback from the facilitator.

707 7 7 7 7 7

1 2 3 456 7 8 9101112131415161718 19202122 23242526272829303132333435
Student nunbers ranging from 1 through 35

Fig 1: Graph 1: Participation in class discussion and student engagement - a positive correlation Trimester 2, 2019

At the outset, maintaining privacy and confidentiality of
student information is the primary focus of this paper. As
earlier mentioned, this diagram uses student numbers on the
horizontal axis and week numbers on the vertical axis. The
graph shown above displays a clear positive correlation
between student engagement and learning on the one hand and
class group discussion, constructive feedback on the other.
Delving in further into the diagram, this observation done in
the last trimester was the first ever-informal observation on
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students in one of the management units at the postgraduate
level. Evidently, student engagement shows a steady increase
from the earlier weeks of the term through to the end of the
trimester.

The second graphical representation shows a similar
observation for students in the same management unit at the
Masters’ level. However, this time, the informal observation
conducted in the current trimester has two different class
groups with different class numbers.
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student numbers ranging from 1 to 35

weeks ranging from weeks 2 through to week 7

Fig 2: Graph 2A: Class participation and student engagement — a positive correlation in large class size in Trimester 3, 2019

1 2 3 - 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

student numbers ranging from 1 to 11

weeks ranging from weeks 3 through to week 7

Graph 2B: Class participation and student engagement - a positive correlation in small class size, Trimester 3, 2019
When the class sizes are smaller, the duration of student
Some interesting revelations worth a mention are engagement in class group discussions seem longer and more
surrounding class sizes and its impact on student engagement.  profound than what would be the case in a class of

https://doi.org/10.17758/EIRAI8.ED1219119 29



25th SINGAPORE International Conference on Marketing, Economics, Education & Interdisciplinary Studies (MEEIS-19) Dec. 10-12, 2019 Singapore

approximately 35 students. With the level of confidence
looking comparably better in small class sizes, students
appeared to be at ease when amidst a healthy argumentative
discussion with their peers. Constructive feedback from the
facilitator accompanied by peer to peer feedback during class
group discussions seem to play a deft role in minimizing
inhibitions, shyness in particular amongst international
students. The impact of feedback appeared more profound in
small class sizes.

Alongside the above class observations, a theoretical
discussion makes it apparent that:

There is increased student engagement when we create that
atmosphere for class participation in the group discussion and
ensure students contribute healthily towards the same.

There is a confirmation of learning through verbal and non-
verbal cues such as effective integration of concepts covered in
the group discussion process.

There is deepening of understanding as viewed by some
students (12). Studies by the same set of authors expound that
although class group discussion evidently increases student
engagement and enhances learning, this said, indications also
point towards the importance of constructive feedback from all
nodes of study such as peers and facilitators.

It is evident that feedback from these diverse sources instills
that much needed confidence, communication skill and
motivation all of which contribute towards increasing
employability (12). Some students who listened to the
conversations and discussions seemed steadily motivated to
participate in class group discussions that enhanced their grasp
of concepts covered in class and helped them retain that
acquired information much better. The above theory appears
described adequately in the graphical representations shown
above. With every week that went by, the number of students
participating in class group discussions were on the rise; peer-
to-peer feedback also meant new students showing their
willingness and enthusiasm to engage in discussions, display a
better understanding of the concepts and enhance the learning
process holistically.

V. CONCLUSION AND ScopPe OF THIS PAPER

In conclusion, it is evident that a holistic and a socially-
embedded conceptualization of feedback and engagement
seems essential such that the conceptualization could assist
facilitators in encouraging learners to develop their
engagement and enhance their overall learning rather than
merely responding to facilitators instructions as passive
recipients of feedback (13).

Although observations reveal feedback to be a wholesome
experience, where learners make sense of their information
relating to their performance and learning strategies, it is thus
far not free from challenges. Criticisms do exist that while a lot
of time gets devoted towards provision of feedback, its
effectiveness gains less significance (6). Some of the core
challenges discussed for a better analysis of the chosen area of
research are (4):
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1) Process: there is no universal approach to feedback that is
a one size fits all for all learners universally

2) Information: similar to the above, it seems challenging at
times to provide information that may be a universal fit for all
the students and learners. Ultimately, a successful feedback
also centres on what sort of information could benefit learners
and facilitate their increased engagement in class discussions
besides enhance their overall learning.

3) Impact: studies expound that challenge should allow
learners to show the impact of the constructive feedback on
their learning and engagement

4) Performance: Feedback does not end clearly with a
simple description that learners should make sense of the
information given. It is apparent that feedback should also
provide a transparent and clear idea about when, how and what
performance needs periodic assessment

5) Quality: It would be highly helpful if the feedback
information clearly relates to some kind of a high benchmark
that could enhance the quality of learning overall

From the above, it is imminent that this working paper, at
this moment has focused its observation on just a management
unit at the postgraduate level. This said, as a part of future
research, study could extend to other units at both
undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Besides, this research
also aims to explore how constructive feedback coupled with
class discussion activities enhances student engagement and
learning in particular with international studies in other
universities across Australia. By this, this working paper seeks
to make a comparative study of best practices that could
overall increase student participation and learning at both
undergraduate and postgraduate levels.
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