
Formative Research in the Classroom by Mutlu Bosson 

Back in 2017, I attended a mini inset course designed and delivered by Deniz Kurtoğlu Eken. Its title 

was ‘Research and Formative Feedback on Teaching and Learning Practices’ and the participants 

attended 3 two-hour sessions spread over the month of February. During this hands-on course we 

explored and designed research tools to help us collect formative feedback on learning and teaching 

practices. For me, the biggest takeaway points from the course were:  

 Curiosity is a prerequisite to conducting formative classroom research. This type of research 

is about setting out with teaching and learning related questions and being eager to find 

answers to them. Some questions do not necessarily get answered during the course of a 

semester so a teacher takes along these unanswered questions to her future research in 

search of clues and patterns to help her with these questions. The course made me see 

classroom research as an on-going journey, in which a teacher keeps building on the data 

from her research, shaping and re-shaping her questions along the way in response to her 

students’ comments on their learning experiences. It is, therefore, not only a process that 

improves student learning during the lifetime of a course, but also one that leads to 

continuous professional development for the teacher.  

 

 Formative classroom research, which is key to improving learning and teaching, is a doable 

and flexible process and, with a touch of creativity, teachers can design or utilise a vast 

variety of tools and tasks to study and explore specific aspects of learning and teaching.   

 

 Conducting formative classroom research allows teachers to gather feedback in a timely 

manner. In Sabancı University, our students evaluate their courses at the end of each 

semester and we receive a collated report for each class we teach. This kind of feedback is 

always helpful and allows us to reflect on our teaching practices, most of the time prompting 

us to make decisions about and changes to our teaching practices in the coming semesters. 

In many ways, gathering formative feedback from students during the semester 

complements the end-of-semester feedback process. In fact, one added advantage of 

formative classroom research is that teachers can decide at what stage of the course they 

want to conduct it and, of course, on what particular teaching and learning aspects they wish 

to collect data on.  

With all these takeaways under my belt, I have embarked on formative classroom research every 

semester since attending Deniz Kurtoğlu Eken’s course. Although I have used different tools to gather 

feedback in different classes, my favourite tool so far is the ‘Start, Stop, Continue’1 feedback form 

that I came across during the course. I like it because it is simple; my aim is to get honest and 

detailed feedback from my students so using a simple form which students can respond to with as 

much detail as they wish is ideal. The form has three sections (whose language I slightly adapted):  

1. START:  Please tell me anything you would like me to start doing in class to help improve 

your learning in this course. 

2. STOP!: Please tell me anything that you would like me to stop doing in class to help improve 

your learning in this course. 

                                                           
1
 Formative feedback for teaching development: A guide Prepared by Cheryl L Jeffs, EdD & Ykje Piera, MEDes (2016) 



 

3. CONTINUE:  Please tell me anything that you would like me to continue doing to help 

improve your learning in this course. 

In my classroom research, I turned this tool into a three-phase feedback cycle, which I find 

manageable and practical as well as very informative: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Phase 1:  Gathering feedback from students  

I usually use this tool at around week 4 of each course to allow students to settle in and start forming 

opinions about the course and my teaching. Although I have used Survey Monkey to get feedback 

from students in the past, I mostly hand out a hard copy of this form in class. Students do not need to 

write their names on the form unless they wish to. I usually give them a few days to complete the 

three sections on the form. Students can complete the form in English or Turkish.  

Phase 2: Examining and collating feedback 

Once I have collected all feedback from students, I sit down to study students’ comments and group 

them under headings according to the language skills, classroom activities or my teaching choices 

they refer to. Collated comments are in black in the table above. Numbers in brackets refer to the 

number of students who included the same piece of feedback. Later, I add my comments and 

suggestions in red that I will take to class. 

Phase 3: Sharing and discussion of feedback 

In this final phase of the research cycle, I take the collated feedback and my notes to class. As a class, 

we have a discussion about each item and reach decisions. I record these decisions in green in the 

feedback form.  

From a practical perspective, running this three-phase research cycle has allowed me to identify 

further benefits of formative classroom research. Here, I would like to end with these observations:  



 This cycle helps me put myself in my students’ shoes. I get some very candid responses in the 

feedback forms and class discussions. It is, of course, impossible to know how each decision 

or remark we make in class is received or interpreted by our students; however, this research 

cycle definitely encourages students to open up to me about their experiences in my classes 

leading to rich class conversations and a more positive learning environment.  

 

 This cycle leads to changes and decisions about the learning and teaching practices and 

students are a part of the decision-making process. This encourages students to perceive 

themselves as stakeholders in the classroom and take ownership over their learning.  

 

 Although they have an important role in the decision-making process, there are certain 

aspects that are not open to negotiation. Our attendance and punctuality policies are among 

these non-negotiable elements. Therefore, when I am asked to be ‘lenient’ about such 

policies, I take the opportunity to remind students what certain rules are there for and why I 

cannot be flexible with issues such as attendance. In a way, this creates a platform for me to 

explain myself and why I do the things that I do.  

 

 In my classes, I frequently refer to the importance of being a lifelong learner. This research 

allows me to set a good example to my students and for them to see my effort to practise as 

I preach. As a lifelong learner, I try to learn from all feedback and create opportunities to 

develop myself as a teacher and an individual.  

 


