[image: image1.png]'\,"tal s EXxplore. Share. Learn. www.vitalsignsme.org
signs





Online Comments & Community Review
Setting your own norms and guidelines to motivate and help other Vital Signs participants
Authors

Vital Signs Team

Osher Lifelong Learners

Question

What type of feedback should we give other Vital Signs participants to motivate, encourage, and help them improve the species & habitat observations, projects, and curriculum resources they publish?

Overview

The Vital Signs website encourages all registered participants to contribute to a Community Review effort of all species & habitat observations, projects, and curriculum resources. Community involvement in the review process lets us applaud great work, and share our own expertise in ways that help others learn and improve.

Our site User Agreement includes these guidelines for reviewing and commenting on other’s work:

Your comments and feedback should be:

· Constructive and encouraging

· On topic and appropriate

· Supportive of learning
· Inquisitive and thought-provoking

The specifics and subtleties of how to leave effective feedback should be worked out by individuals, citizen groups, or classrooms. This activity offers a structure for deciding what type of feedback you (and your group) would like to leave, and creating your own set of norms to guide you as you leave comments for other participants.

Some classes and groups decide to establish commenting norms and make comments before they do their own investigations. This has the benefit of familiarizing everyone with the type and quality of field notes, evidence, and data they would like to publish themselves. Others prefer to use commenting to reflect on the work they’ve already done in the field, and to think about ways to improve next time. You choose!

Learning Objectives

· To identify the elements of effective feedback

· To understand your role and impact as a Vital Signs Community Reviewer

Grade Level

· 7

· 8

· Professional development

Setting

· Group meeting space

· Classroom

Materials

· Small pieces of paper

· Big chart paper

· Pens & markers

· Computer with Internet access

Time needed

30-40 minutes

Activity procedure

STEP 1. Crumpled Paper Personal Reflection

1. Ask learners to take a minute to think about this question: What type of feedback do you like getting best?
Additional or alternative questions to consider using:

· What type of feedback makes you want to work harder and improve?

· What type of feedback stops you in your tracks?

2. Pass out a small piece of paper to each learner.

3. Have learners write down the answer to their question on the piece of paper, and then crumple it up into a ball.

4. Throw crumpled pieces of paper across the room! 

Alternatively, throw paper into a central location, or take all the fun out of it and place crumpled paper gently in a bag or hat.

5. Have learners pick up someone else’s crumpled piece of paper, uncrumple, and share. Record feedback reflections on big chart paper where everyone can see them.

6. Once everyone has shared what’s on their paper, ask learners if there’s anything missing that they’d like to add to the list. Encourage them to ask questions to help clarify what has been said.

EXAMPLE FROM OLLI: We did this activity with members of the Osher Lifelong Learning Institute in March 2010. Here is what they had to say about the feedback that they like to receive.

· I like questions, specific questions about what I have done

· I feel listened to when the feedback uses one of my details 

· I feel better about my work when it is clear that the reader has read the whole thing

· My favorite is unreserved global praise! No really, a balance of praise and critique

· Specific! The more specific the better

· I like to receive positive encouragement – what is working well first. I next like to hear what confuses the audience and why, so I can begin to improve these parts

· I like feedback that makes me feel confident and respected

· I like feedback that is constructive, not negative

· I like knowing that someone else is trying to help me improve and succeed

STEP 2. Create Guidelines or “Norms” for Commenting

1. Review the Vital Signs User Agreement policy for leaving comments on other participant’s work. The agreement states:
Your comments and feedback should be: 

· Constructive and encouraging

· On topic and appropriate

· Supportive of learning

· Inquisitive and thought-provoking

2. Based on these and the list of preferred feedback you just generated in STEP 1, ask learners to think about how they would give someone else feedback on a species observation, project, or curriculum resource. It may be useful to have examples of species observations, projects, or resources to refer to.  

3. Record ideas on big chart paper where everyone can see them. Encourage learners to ask questions of each other to clarify what has been said and recorded.

EXAMPLE FROM OLLI: Here is the list generated by the Osher Lifelong Learners in March 2010. They were concentrating specifically on how to comment effectively on species & habitat observations.

· Focus on:

· Subject matter

· What the data collector did well

· Compliment:

· Use of details and description

· Solid written and photo evidence

· Field notes that make you feel like you’re right there

· Habitat measurements within expected ranges

· Engage in conversation:

· Ask questions about the evidence presented

· Ask clarifying questions about parts you find confusing

· Ask about or point out potential next steps

· Ask if they have any new questions as a result of their investigation

· What are they still curious about?

· Share an idea you have and see what they think

· Share a similar experience you had

· Ask them to share their own tips & tricks for identifying species, taking great photos, writing solid evidence, etc.

· Be clear about what part of the species observation you are referring to (written evidence, photo evidence, habitat data, etc.)

· Point to other examples on the website as models

· Model proper grammar in your own comments, rather than point out grammatical issues

· Avoid personal comments 

· Always keep the goal of learning and improving in mind

STEP 3. Practice among Friends

1. Choose one (or more) species observation, project, or curriculum resource for everyone to review.

2. Ask each learner to review the observation, project, or resource, and write a comment on a piece of paper using the guidelines they laid out for themselves in STEP 2.

3. Have everyone pass their comment to the learner to their right.

4. Ask learners to read the comments carefully, and suggest one way that they would improve the comment.

5. Pass comments again to the right.
6. Repeat steps 4 & 5 a few times so everyone gets adequate feedback on their comment.
7. Return comments (with series of suggested improvements) to their original authors. 

8. Ask learners to improve their own comment based on the suggestions they received.

STEP 4. Post It

1. Log in to the Vital Signs website: www.vitalsignsme.org

2. Find the observation, project, or curriculum resource

3. Scroll to the bottom

4. Cut and paste your comment

5. ...check back later for a response and to continue the conversation you started! To get an email alert when someone responds to your comment, “subscribe” to the post in the right hand column

Extension Ideas
If you are participating in Vital Signs as part of an organization or school, you may want to consider how your comments will reflect on your organization or school. How would like to represent yourselves as a group? What obligations do you have to the larger group?
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