
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
2017 Institute on Project-Based Learning 
 

 

Feedback and Formative 
Assessment for PBL 

 
 
 
 

Rick Vaz 
Director, WPI Center for Project-Based Learning 

June 2017 
 
            

 



1 

                                                             Copyright © 2017 WPI Center for Project-Based Learning 

Welcome to your project experience! 
 

Your team has been given this problem statement from a local sponsor.  You will be working 
on this project throughout the semester. 
 

Broad Meadow Brook Wildlife Sanctuary is the largest urban nature preserve in 
New England, with over 400 acres of protected lands. The Sanctuary features 
wilderness trails over hilly terrain through forests, fields, and marshlands. There 
are no trails accessible to people with physical disabilities. 
 
The Massachusetts Audubon Society, which provides financial support to the 
Sanctuary, wishes to promote trails that are “all persons accessible,” and to that 
end has granted the Sanctuary a new piece of land. 
 
Broad Meadow Brook Wildlife Sanctuary is unsure if such trails are feasible, and 
if so, how they might be designed and operated. They are hoping your team can 
help. 

 
 
1. What is your goal? 

2. What topics do you need to research? 

3. Who are the key stakeholders to consult with? 

4. What do you think you can deliver? 
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Examples of Interim Project Assignments 
 

• Project Framing and Refining 
o Goal Statements 
o Research Objectives 
o Annotated Bibliography 
o Team Contract 

 
• Chapter Outlines  

o Introduction 
o Background 
o Methods 
o Findings 
o Recommendations and Conclusions 

 
• Draft Instruments/Protocols  

o Interviews, Surveys, or Focus Groups 
o Participant Observation 
o Physical Data Collection  
o Data Analysis 

 
• Interim Presentations 

o Goal and Research Objectives 
o Background and Literature Review 
o Proposed Methodology 
o Preliminary Findings 

 
• Formative Teamwork Assessments 

o Strengths and Areas for Improvement 
o Self, Partners, Team as a Whole 
o Action Items 
o Evidence of Progress 
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Project Learning Outcomes 
These are the faculty-approved Learning Outcomes for WPI’s Interactive Qualifying Project, a 9 credit-hour 
interdisciplinary degree requirement.  The numbers in parentheses denote corresponding WPI curriculum-wide 
undergraduate outcomes adopted by the faculty in 2004. 
 

1. Demonstrate an understanding of the project’s technical, social and humanistic context. (1, 
7, 8) 

2. Define clear, achievable goals and objectives for the project. (6) 
3. Critically identify, utilize, and properly cite information sources, and integrate information 

from multiple sources to identify appropriate approaches to addressing the project goals. (7, 
10) 

4. Select and implement a sound approach to solving an interdisciplinary problem. (7, 10) 
5. Analyze and synthesize results from social, ethical, humanistic, technical or other 

perspectives, as appropriate. (8, 9) 
6. Maintain effective working relationships within the project team and with the project 

advisor(s), recognizing and resolving problems that may arise. (5) 
7. Demonstrate the ability to write clearly, critically and persuasively. (4) 
8. Demonstrate strong oral communication skills, using appropriate, effective visual aids. (4) 
9. Demonstrate an awareness of the ethical dimensions of their project work. (9) 
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Project Evaluation Criteria 
 

1. Formulate and complete a project that addresses a combination of social, cultural, humanistic, and technical issues  

IQP learning outcomes: 1-5, 9;  Sources of evidence:  Meetings, presentations, report, and project implementation in 
general 

 Excellent (A) Good (B) Fair, Acceptable (C) 

Goal and objectives Project has a well-conceived 
and clearly stated goal and 
objectives, and the goal is 
achieved. 

Project has a stated goal 
and objectives, and the goal 
is achieved. 

Project has a stated goal and 
objectives, and the goal is 
partially achieved.* 

Background and 
project context 

A sophisticated 
understanding of social, 
cultural, and technical issues 
related to the project is 
evident throughout the 
students’ work 

Shows a good 
understanding of social, 
cultural, and technical 
issues related to the project 

Does not consider some important 
social, cultural, and/or technical 
issues related to the project or 
shows a poor understanding of 
them, limiting project outcomes 
and credibility. 

Methods Students select and 
implement sound 
methodologies to achieve the 
goal, understanding and 
communicating their 
limitations. 

Students select reasonable 
methods, and 
implementation of methods 
is mostly sound. 
Limitations are 
acknowledged. 

Weaknesses in methodology are 
often unrecognized or could have 
been anticipated and addressed, or 
students do not approach project 
systematically. 

Analytical thinking Students analyze data or 
design alternatives 
systematically, in-depth, and 
with critical thinking 

Data or design alternatives 
are analyzed mostly 
systematically. Critical 
thinking is usually evident. 

Little evidence that a systematic 
process was used to analyze data 
or design alternatives. Critical 
thinking is often weak. 

Recommendations 
or other deliverables 

Delivers clear, 
comprehensive 
recommendations to the 
sponsor that are well 
supported by project findings 

Delivers useful 
recommendations to the 
sponsor that are supported 
by project findings 

Recommendations may not be 
useful to sponsor or are weakly 
supported by project findings 

*Sometimes the project goal is not entirely achieved for reasons that are beyond the students’ control. 
Advisors evaluate only what is within the students’ control.  
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2. Communicate the process and outcomes of the project persuasively and professionally both in written and oral form  

IQP learning outcomes: 7,8;  Sources of evidence: Presentations, report 
 Excellent (A) Good (B) Fair/Acceptable (C) 

Team Products 

Use of 
guidelines and 
feedback 

Students clearly make use of writing 
guidelines, such that each section 
meets its expected purpose. Students 
learn from advisor feedback such that 
advisors’ role in writing improvement 
decreases as project progresses.  

Students attempt to make use of writing 
guidelines, and each section/chapter 
mostly meets its expected purpose. 
Reliance on advisor feedback for writing 
improvements may be steady throughout 
the project. 

Students often do not make use of writing 
guidelines. Report requires high levels of 
advisor effort to make it acceptable. 

Persuasion 
and use of 
evidence 

Writing and presentations reflect 
critical thinking: claims are 
persuasive because they are supported 
by credible evidence and because they 
are qualified appropriately. 

Clear progress is shown in making 
writing and presentations more 
persuasive. Most claims are supported by 
credible evidence and are qualified 
appropriately, but some are overstated or 
exaggerated. 

Some progress is shown in making 
writing and presentations more 
persuasive, but many claims are still not 
supported by credible evidence or 
qualified appropriately. 

Organization 
and coherence 

Writing and presentations are 
logically organized with a coherent 
line of reasoning. Formatting assists 
in conveying structure of paper or 
presentation. Paragraphs feature clear 
topic sentences and are tightly written 
about that point. Almost all 
transitions are smooth. 

Writing and presentations are usually 
logically organized with a coherent line of 
reasoning. Formatting usually conveys 
structure of paper or presentation. 
Readers occasionally struggle through 
wandering paragraphs or unclear 
transitions. 

Writing and presentations don’t show 
much improvement in organization and 
coherence, and readers often struggle to 
identify a line of reasoning. 

Clarity and 
writing 
mechanics 

Writing is mostly clear and concise. 
Active constructions and a “research 
voice” is used throughout. Mostly 
free of errors in writing mechanics 
(e.g., grammar, spelling, punctuation, 
sentence structure). Word usage is 
almost always varied and appropriate. 

Writing is usually clear and concise. 
Passive constructions may occasionally 
obscure meaning, and some writing may 
be conversational in tone. Most elements 
of writing mechanics are correct, and 
errors do not obscure meaning. Word 
choice sometimes does not convey 
intended meaning.  

Frequent writing errors begin to obstruct 
meaning or cast doubt on the credibility 
of the authors. Overuse of passive 
constructions may obscure meaning and 
make reading hard to follow. Word 
choice often does not convey intended 
meaning. Conversational tone may not be 
consistent with credible research. 

Visual aids Visual aids are creative, engaging, 
and convey messages effectively to 
diverse audiences. 

Visual aids are professional and add value 
beyond spoken remarks. 

Visual aids are professional but do not 
add much value beyond spoken remarks. 

 Individual Products 

Quality and 
extent of 
writing 
contributions 

Authorship page indicates a 
substantial writing contribution. 
Produces writing of good quality that 
requires minimal revision and editing 
by team members. 

Authorship indicates a reasonable amount 
of writing contribution. Produces writing 
of sufficient quality that team members 
can proceed with reasonable levels of 
revision and editing. 

Authorship indicates few writing 
contributions. Or produces writing of 
insufficient quality such that it cannot be 
used without substantial revision from 
team members. 

Presentation 
skills 

Demonstrates professional 
presentation skills. Clearly prepared 
and succeeds in engaging the 
audience.  

Shows noticeable effort and improvement 
in presentations skills. Clearly prepared 
and attempts to engage the audience.  

Shows some effort and improvement in 
presentation skills. Sometimes does not 
seem prepared or is unable to engage the 
audience.  
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3. Work productively as a team, make effective use of all person-power, and reflect critically and constructively on 
group process 

IQP learning outcome: 6;  Sources of evidence: Teamwork assessments, meetings, report authorship 

 Excellent (A) Good (B) Fair/Acceptable (C) 
 Team as a whole 

Teamwork 
monitoring 

Our team can identify specific 
processes, norms, and guidelines 
we use to work effectively and 
respectfully together. We 
regularly monitor our group 
processes along with individuals’ 
ideas, feelings, and contributions. 
We can identify actions or 
adjustments made as a result. 

Our team can identify processes, 
norms, and guidelines used to 
work effectively and respectfully 
together. We regularly monitor our 
group processes with individuals’ 
ideas, feelings, and contributions. 
We may have some difficulty 
showing useful, tangible outcomes 
and actions from that monitoring.  

Our team attempted to develop 
processes, norms, or guidelines to 
work effectively and respectfully 
together. We tried to monitor our 
group processes but often did not 
succeed in making adjustments.  We 
tried but did not always succeed in 
monitoring individuals’ ideas, feelings, 
and contributions. 

Team critique 
and conflict 
identification 

Our team reflects critically on its 
effectiveness and communicates 
with each other and with advisors 
regarding challenges it is facing 
and how it has responded 
effectively to those challenges. 

Team reflects on its effectiveness 
and attempts to communicate with 
each other and with advisors 
regarding challenges it is facing 
and how it has attempted to 
respond to those challenges. 

Team does not critically reflect on its 
effectiveness or does not communicate 
with each other or with advisors 
regarding challenges it is facing. 
Conflict avoidance. 

 Individuals 
Reliability, 
effort, quality 
of work 

Partners would say that I am 
always reliable, and deliver my 
best effort and high quality work. 

Partners would say that I am 
almost always reliable and deliver 
solid effort and good quality work. 

Partners would say I am inconsistently 
reliable and don’t always deliver solid 
effort. Quality of work sometimes 
suffers. 

Openness to 
feedback 

When partners or advisors target 
an issue that relates to me, I am 
not defensive and always open to 
discussion. I try to resolve the 
issue promptly 

When partners or advisors target 
an issue that relates to me, I am 
usually not defensive and am 
usually open to discussion. I try to 
resolve the issue promptly and 
usually succeed. 

When partners or advisors target an 
issue that related to me, I sometimes 
am defensive or not always open to 
discussion. I still try to improve the 
situation satisfactorily. 

Self-
assessment and 
response to 
feedback 

I show critical introspection in 
identifying my strengths and 
weaknesses as a team member 
from the perspective of others. I 
can identify specific actions I 
have taken to modify my 
behavior. 

I can identify my strengths and 
weaknesses as a team member 
from others’ perspectives. I can 
identify some general ways in 
which I have attempted to modify 
my behavior. 

I can identify some of my strengths 
and weaknesses as a team member but 
not always from others’ perspectives. I 
have difficulty showing evidence of 
actions I took that led to noticeable 
improvement. 

Support for 
other team 
members 

I regularly share my feelings and 
opinions and elicit those of 
others. I give constructive, 
actionable feedback to team 
members and support their 
efforts to improve. 

I usually share my feelings and 
opinions and consider those of 
others. I show attempts to give 
constructive feedback to team and 
support their efforts to improve. 

I occasionally share my feelings and 
opinions and sometimes disregard 
those of others. I show little progress 
in learning to give constructive 
feedback to team members. 
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4. Show professionalism 

IQP learning outcomes: All, but especially 6 ; Sources of information: Project implementation, meetings, development 
of report and presentations  

 Excellent (A) Good (B) Fair/Acceptable (C) 

Conduct of 
meetings 

Meetings between the team 
and advisors/liaisons are 
useful and productive. The 
team is always well prepared, 
and all team members have a 
meaningful role in meetings. 

Most meetings between the 
team and advisors/liaisons are 
useful and productive. The team 
is almost always well prepared, 
and all team members usually 
play a role.  

Team often comes to meetings 
unprepared, or not all members 
are engaged. Advisors often step 
in to ensure that important and 
useful discussion occurs during 
meetings.  

Initiative Students take the lead in 
project formulation and 
implementation. They are 
proactive and take initiative.  
They become increasingly 
self-directed with positive 
outcomes. 

Students become more self-
directed and less reliant on 
advisors as the project 
progresses. They are usually 
proactive, take initiative, and 
show some independent 
thinking.  

Students are often reliant on 
direction from advisors to deliver 
a quality project. They do not 
show much initiative or original 
independent thinking that is 
sound. 

Overall use of 
feedback 

Students respect feedback 
from advisors and liaisons, 
critically reflect on it, ask for 
clarification when necessary, 
and always respond to the 
feedback in recognizable 
ways. 

Students respect feedback from 
advisors and liaisons and 
attempt to critically reflect on it. 
They usually ask for 
clarification when necessary and 
respond to the feedback in 
recognizable ways. 

Students don’t always value 
feedback from advisors and 
liaisons and may not reflect 
critically on it. Feedback that isn’t 
understood is often ignored, or 
team does not respond to feedback 
in recognizable ways. 

Attitude The team always responds 
with a positive attitude to 
unexpected changes in the 
project.  They consistently 
show flexibility and 
adaptability.  

The team usually responds with 
a positive attitude to unexpected 
changes in the project. They 
attempt to be flexible and 
adaptable. 

The team has difficulty 
responding positively to 
unexpected changes and tends to 
get bogged down by them. 

Commitment The team is always in 
“continuous improvement” 
mode, shows intrinsic 
motivation to deliver the best 
project they can, and shows a 
commitment to learning. 

The team is clearly committed 
to delivering a high quality 
product. May rely on advisors’ 
evaluations in deciding how 
much effort to expend. 

The team does what is necessary 
to deliver an acceptable project.  
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Responding to Written Drafts as a “Helpful Reader” 
• Resist the urge to edit/correct, especially in early drafts 
• Focus on issues of content, organization, and logic 
• Provide formative feedback to guide the next revision 

 

Excerpt from cover letter responding to a chapter draft 
 
The content of this chapter seems appropriate. At this time, we cannot identify any gaping holes or any large chunks of 
irrelevant information. However, we really couldn’t identify a logical, coherent argument or storyline in this chapter. 
Because of the unclear organization, it’s very difficult to read. The topics move back and forth between specific and 
general, and the same points are made in multiple places. In the comments that follow, we dissect your content and come 
up with one example (among many) of how you might reorganize the content into a more coherent argument. 
 
Introductory paragraphs: In the second introductory paragraph, you give a definition of a public boat club. But then 
later in section 2.1.2, you make clear that there are really many different interpretations of “public” and/or alternative 
strategies for ensuring low cost access to boating. 
 
2.1 Public Boat Clubs: The introduction to this section is more than a page and gives very detailed information about 
DHK’s/HBF’s vision of a public boat club. Are you describing the solution before establishing what the problem is? 
Section 2.1.1 provides a critique of Florida’s boating situation and has some general “hand waving” that something needs 
to be done about this situation worldwide. Section 2.1.2 makes clear that there are many different definitions or 
interpretations of a “public boat club,” which is somewhat contrary to the singular definition that you gave earlier. 
 
2.2 Operational Models Throughout the World. This section establishes models of government-run facilities, 
community-run facilities, and public-private partnerships—potential models for a solution. 
 
 
 
 

Excerpt from the marked-up chapter 
 
 

Coastlines contribute to the success of many area’s economies. Aside from the coastline serving as a 

natural defense to cities from invasion, shipping and recreational water activities are two major economic 

sectors that depend on coastlines. With the continuously growing population in coastal regions, as a result of 

global population growth (Goudarzi, 2006), the local governments of harbour cities are finding it challenging to 

provide the additional infrastructure necessary to meet the demand for waterfront access. 

 

Commented [CD1]: Consider “nation” instead of “area.” 
If you are trying to establish competing demands for 
coastline, the topic sentence could focus on that theme. 

Commented [CD2]: I got really confused by this sentence 
structure; the first clause does not properly modify the main 
sentence. 

Commented [CD3]: I might have guessed that coastline 
population and development is increasing at an even faster 
rate than global growth overall, but here you imply they are 
the same. Is that what Goudarzi said? 
 
I was also surprised that the demand for real estate 
development along coastlines was not mentioned 
somewhere in this paragraph. Do you have any information 
on that? 
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Evaluation Rubric for Student Project Presentations 
 

 1 - Ineffective 2 - Adequate 3 - Effective 
Audience Presentation not geared towards 

appropriate audience. 
Presentation takes into 
consideration appropriate 
audience. 

Presentation right on target for 
appropriate audience. 

Organization Difficulty following 
presentation because there is 
lack of logical sequence.  

Student presents information in 
logical sequence which 
audience can follow. 

Well organized, logical, and 
interesting sequence which 
audience can easily follow.  

Learning/Visual Aids 
Such as diagrams, maps, 
video clips, props, or 
handouts. 

Lacks aids or use of superfluous 
aids, or those provided do not 
effectively support the 
presentation. 

Aids appropriate and relate to 
the presentation. 

Visual aids explain, reinforce 
and enliven the presentation. 

Delivery No eye contact with audience, 
or oral presentation difficult to 
understand or hear. Speakers 
nervous or disengaged from 
audience. 

Some eye contact, oral 
presentation effective but 
reliance on notes. Minimal 
audience awareness. 

Presenters speak clearly, 
audibly, energetically, seldom 
returning to notes, maintaining 
eye contact and audience 
awareness.   

Teamwork/Group 
Collaboration 

Not all students participate in 
giving presentation or 
responding to questions and/or 
minimal coherence when 
transitioning.   

Students present and respond to 
questions equally. 

Obvious students practiced as a 
team and highly effective, equal 
presentation with smooth 
transitions and response to 
questions by all team members. 

Project Context Does not present the problem as 
having connections to other 
contexts--cultural, political, etc. 
 
 

At a basic level, identifies and 
considers the influence of the 
context of the project 
 

Well-developed explanation of 
contextual issues with a clear 
sense of scope and considers 
the influence of the context of 
the project.  

Problem Statement Does not identify or summarize 
the problem/question accurately 
if at all. 

Accurately identifies the 
problem/question and provides 
a brief summary. 

Accurately identifies the 
problem/question and provides 
a well-developed summary. 

Synthesis and Evaluation 
of Sources 

Demonstrates superficial ability 
to integrate ideas, theories, 
processes, or principles or 
demonstrates limited ability to 
assess the value, credibility and 
power of these ideas. 
Incorporates no credible 
sources. 
 

Demonstrates adequate ability 
to integrate ideas, theories, 
processes, or principles or 
demonstrates limited ability to 
assess the value, credibility and 
power of these ideas. 
Incorporates some sources. 

Demonstrates insightful ability 
to take ideas, theories, 
processes, or principles to new 
territory as well as to assess the 
value, credibility and power of 
these to decide on well-
considered choices and 
opinions. Incorporates balanced 
credible sources. 

Conclusions Does not identify conclusions, 
implications, and consequences 
of the project or key 
relationships between elements 
of the problem, such as context, 
implications, assumptions, or 
data and evidence. 

At a basic level, identifies and 
discusses conclusions, 
implications, and consequences 
considering context, 
assumptions, data, and 
evidence.   

Identifies and discusses 
conclusions, implications, and 
consequences considering 
context, assumptions, data, and 
evidence.   

CMD 2012 
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Midterm Feedback – Team in General 

 

  

Dear Greg,  
 
The term is about half completed, and we would like to provide you with feedback regarding our 
impressions of your performance thus far. Below we have organized our comments according to the 
evaluation criteria on pp. 9-15 in the Guidelines and Procedures Manual. First we present our 
assessment of your team’s work as a whole and then we add some observations about your individual 
work. Evidence that we are using in this assessment includes drafts you have submitted, your 
presentations, meetings and discussions, teamwork assessment, and overall progress. At the end we 
provide a summary grade to indicate the level at which we feel you are performing at this point in time, 
in the context of the range of performance we typically see at the midpoint of projects.  In order to give 
you more information, we are using + and - grades, which of course are not available for final grades at 
WPI.   
 
1. Formulating and completing a project – goal and objectives, research, methods, analysis, results, 

and IQP balance: Fair. You were patient and persistent in the first weeks of the project to utilize 
Paul’s extensive feedback and adjust your objectives and data gathering instruments accordingly. 
You discovered that writing good interview questions requires lots of critical thinking, and received 
lots of assistance from us to get those into shape.  You have begun the process of making claims 
from the data that you have gathered; the challenge will be to make them specific and useful while 
also acknowledging the limitations of your findings. A key to the success of the project will be your 
ability to do an integrative analysis and utilize critical thinking to provide clear, insightful guidance 
about the feasibility of this new type of public-access boat storage facility.  

 
2. Communicating effectively in written and oral form: Fair to good.  Your Introduction, Background, 

Methodology, and Findings drafts have been acceptable for this stage of the project, but have a long 
way to go to become a clear, persuasive argument about the feasibility of public boat clubs. We 
think that as your thinking about the project advances, your writing will too. We know that you have 
the ability to produce good quality writing, and we can tell you are making earnest efforts to use our 
feedback.  Your presentations have shown some improvement, and will improve further with more 
practice and more reflection on your key messages.   

 
3. Working productively as a team, and working constructively to improve team effectiveness: Very 

good.  Your formative team assessment was insightful and you identified some concrete action 
items in the areas of task delegation, group editing, inclusivity, and cutting down on distractions to 
help the team become better organized, focused, and effective. Now that you’ve identified those 
issues, we encourage you to show real progress in those areas. 

 
4. Professionalism – being proactive, positive, self-directed, and flexible: Some very good, some just 

fair.  Your team has been done well to manage the situation of a very busy liaison who provides high 
volumes of feedback in quick bursts.  Your interactions with us and Paul have always been 
professional, and you have maintained a positive attitude.  We have not seen a lot of initiative, 
motivation, or self-direction from your team.  We encourage you to be as proactive as you can 
during these final weeks of the project.   Weekly meetings are challenging to run with multiple 
participants from DHK and HBF.  Think critically about how to best use the time during the meetings 
– move away from a mechanical focus on “accomplishments and plans” to leave more time to 
discuss the most important findings and information needs.  As the project moves into its final 
stages, we encourage you to keep focused on the big picture—analyzing the feasibility of these boat 
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Midterm Feedback – Individual Student 
 

 

 

 


