Correspondence Tuition – A guide for Applicants for Associate Lecturer roles
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1. Introduction
Typically, a 30-credit module would have 3 assignments spread over the 6 or 9 months of the module and you will be expected to mark these for your own students giving appropriate feedback as well as marks.  On some modules there will in addition be an end of module assignment or exam which you may be asked to mark.

2. The assignment handling system
The Open University currently expects students to submit their electronic tutor marked assignments (eTMAs) online as a zipped archive. In addition, some modules expect students to undertake quiz style questions online and often students will need to submit evidence of completing this in their TMAs. 
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As a tutor you are expected to download your students’ TMA submissions from an Open University website (the eTMA system). You would use file handling software to view these and add feedback on Word documents as well as investigating any projects that are part of the submission.
Once complete you would upload the marked work to the same system for the students to read their feedback. 

3. The purpose of assignments
Assignments serve a dual purpose at the Open University.  For many modules they are summative and a student’s final grade is determined by a weighted average mark on these as well as an end of module assignment or examination. 
Correspondence tuition is an extremely important aspect of the tutor role and a really good way to develop a personalised approach to support students. 
For many students, the comments that tutors put on their marked assignments are the only direct, personal tuition they receive so it is important that the comments added are both supportive and effective. 
It is also an opportunity to help students pace their studies by highlighting the key milestone and upcoming tutorials, for example.
Although on undergraduate modules a programme of group tutorials is available for students to attend (though not on all postgraduate modules), these are not compulsory. and your feedback on their written work may be the student’s only opportunity to get their understanding of module materials clarified. Modules also have forums where students can ask questions, but they are not allowed to ask detailed questions about assignments, so your help and advice is really important to them.

4. What you can expect of your students
Students have set cutoff dates by which time they are expected to submit their assignments. They are not allowed to submit drafts of their work for comment. Some students may submit early but their work will not be returned to them until after the cutoff date.
Although students are given very clear instructions as to what to submit, inevitably they make mistakes.  Sometimes they may ask you for more time as well and you will have some discretion in accommodating such requests in conjunction with discussion with your manager (a Staff Tutor), though you are able to authorise extensions up to 21 days yourself.
Most modules in Computing & Communications require students to submit Word files as well as, variously, projects or computer code. Some modules require Jupyter notebooks instead or as well.
Many assignments are run through anti-plagiarism software such as Turnitin, but the main problem faced by universities now is the use of AI by students and we now have very strict policies on this. 

5. What your students should expect from you in terms of feedback
Feedback on students’ work is in two parts. You will complete an assignment summary for the student which summarises aspects of their work which are good as well as giving them suggestions as to how to improve this. We expect tutors to provide feed forward advice so that the summary is not just a commentary on the work that has been completed, and perhaps won’t be revisited, but will also help them with parts of the module they have yet to encounter.  This assignment summary should be written using a friendly but professional tone and should include a greeting to the student as well as a sign off by the tutor assuring them that they can contact them for more help.
More detailed feedback should be provided on the students’ Word documents or Jupyter notebooks containing their answers to assignment questions.  Evidence has shown that students are most likely to be able to read their tutor’s feedback if a coloured font is used rather than track changes or Word comments, so this is our preferred option on Word files. You should always check that students can read your feedback otherwise. This might be achieved via a dummy eTMA that students are encouraged to complete at module start, also known as eTMA00. On Jupyter notebooks it is important that your own comments are clearly differentiated from the students’ work by the style of these. 
You will probably want to keep a bank of comments for each eTMA so that you can speed up your marking but nevertheless should ensure that this is sufficiently personalised so that it is actually relevant for the student concerned.

6. What help you can expect from your module team and colleagues
Detailed marking guides are provided for you for every assignment, and these will contain sample answers and references as well as a breakdown of marks. 
On top of this you will have access to a tutors’ forum for your module where you can discuss non-standard answers with fellow tutors and assignment authors as well as the module chair. This will enable you collectively to take a view on how such answers should be marked. So, there is always a friendly place to go to ask for advice whenever needed. You should also have been allocated a mentor, who will be a fellow tutor on the module.

7. Expectations of the university
Marking should be completed within 10 working days of the cutoff date for an assignment or its agreed submission date if this is later. In exceptional circumstances this could be longer but students as well as your manager (your staff tutor) should be kept informed of the delay.  You are expected to avoid taking holiday around marking periods to make sure that you can meet this target.

8. Quality control
You might be asked to engage in a coordination activity with fellow tutors on a module prior to marking a batch of eTMAs. This is to help ensure that all tutors are marking the eTMAs in the same kind of way and is also an opportunity for everyone to check that the marking guide is clear. 
All tutors are monitored, and it is a supportive process.

9. A little theoretical background
A study in 2009 by Mirabelle Walker[footnoteRef:1] analysed of over 3000 comments on 106 assignments in 3 modules, variously on content, skills development, motivating (and demotivating!), mention of future study and references to resources. [1:  Walker, M (2009). An investigation into written comments on assignments: do students find them usable? Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 34(1) pp. 67–78.
] 

The depth of such comments ranged from an indication of a problem or correction of a problem through to correction along with an explanation.
She looked at how well the comments might be seen as motivating by the students so whether they just identified correct work or contained some amplification as well as explanation of why something was good.
The study rec0ommened that the key points comments should address were in bridging gaps of understanding and a good tutor should be facilitating skills development as well as providing motivation. 

10. Student Feedback 
You can see how important it can be for students to receive feedback from their tutor in a video clip in section 5 of the Being an OU Tutor in STEM BOC at https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=152614&section=9. In this audio clip, a science student explains what he finds most helpful. His initial response is quite emotional, but the student takes the time to reflect and then can move forward with positive advice.
Some examples of student feedback are also shown below.

Good feedback is what creates the best learning. I have had tutors that score me well and do not comment on the work. That's not helpful. I have a tutor that scores me as I expect and yet pages of feedback in what I did well, and where I need to focus more. This helps me. I gained 15% between last TMA and this recent one...all due to proper feedback.
A good tutor can really make a course, and good feedback can make a huge difference in your grades. I was fortunate to have fantastic tutors for all my modules and feedback made a huge difference for someone who hadn’t studied for 30 years. It gave me direction to improve and helped me achieve my first.
 Good feedback is an essential part of the learning process. Go from one TMA to another whilst taking in the comments from the last TMA. I wouldn't have got the marks, that I have without it that's for certain 
My tutor sent my marked TMA last night. The feedback was linked to my previous TMA and to an email conversation we had about it. She mentioned how I felt about my first mark and how she understood and it felt very personal and like she cares. 
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