
The Higher Education Academy – August 2008     1 

 
 

 
Staff and student perceptions of feedback quality in the 
context of widening participation 
 
Chris Beaumont 
Michelle O’Doherty 
Edge Hill University 

Lee Shannon 
Write Now CETL, Liverpool Hope University  
 
12 August 2008 
Project period: September 2006 to June 2007 
 
 
 
 



The Higher Education Academy – August 2008     2 

Contents 
Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................4 

The Project Team:..................................................................................................................4 

Executive summary ................................................................................................................5 

1. Background .................................................................................................................17 

1.1 Introduction.............................................................................................................17 

1.2 National and institutional context ............................................................................18 

1.3 Literature review .....................................................................................................20 

2. Aims ............................................................................................................................30 

3. Methods ......................................................................................................................30 

3.1 Design and scope ...................................................................................................30 

3.2 The questionnaire ...................................................................................................31 

3.3 Ethical considerations .............................................................................................31 

3.4 Data collection ........................................................................................................32 

3.5 Data analysis ..........................................................................................................33 

3.6 Methodological reflection ........................................................................................34 

4. Analysis of results........................................................................................................34 

4.1 Students’ perceptions of what constitutes quality feedback.....................................35 

4.2 Strand 1: School/FE students’ perceptions of their pre-university experiences .......37 

4.3 Teachers’ and university tutors’ perceptions of what constitutes quality feedback...43 

4.4 Strand 2: First-year students’ perceptions of experiences.......................................45 

4.5 Strand 3: Facilitating pedagogical change...............................................................49 

4.5.1 Performing Arts ...............................................................................................51 

4.5.2 Psychology......................................................................................................52 

4.5.3 Education Studies ...........................................................................................53 

4.5.4 Reflection on the process of change ...............................................................54 

5. Conclusions.................................................................................................................57 

5.1 Reconceptualising feedback as a guidance process...............................................57 

5.2 Student perceptions of quality feedback .................................................................58 

5.3 Inconsistencies in tutor perceptions of feedback practices......................................59 

5.4 Barriers to quality feedback at university.................................................................59 

5.5 Facilitating change..................................................................................................60 

6. Recommendations.......................................................................................................61 

6.1 Explicitly teach self-directed learning skills..............................................................62 

6.2 Refocus effort on Stages 1 and 2 of the Dialogic feedback cycle ............................62 

6.3 Professional development for university tutors: sharing good practice ....................62 

6.4 Further research .....................................................................................................63 



The Higher Education Academy – August 2008     3 

Appendix 1: Questionnaire ...................................................................................................64 

References...........................................................................................................................66 

Tables 
Table 1: Participation in school/college study (Strand 1).......................................................32 

Table 2: Participation in first-year university study (Strand 2, University N) ..........................33 

Table 3: Participation in first-year university study (Strand 2, Universities L and M) .............33 

Table 4: Questionnaire responses........................................................................................41 

 
Figures 

Figure 1: Guidance and feedback cycle................................................................................28 

Figure 2:  Dialogic Feedback Cycle in further education .......................................................43 



The Higher Education Academy – August 2008     4 

 

Acknowledgements 
We would like to extend sincere thanks to all the students and staff of the universities, 
schools and colleges who helped in the research for this project. 

 
The Project Team: 
Michelle O’Doherty (Principal investigator) 

Chris Beaumont (Project manager and co-researcher) 

Lee Shannon (Co-researcher) 

Dr Katherine Harrington, (Project leader, London Metropolitan University) 

Dr Peter Reddy (Project leader, Aston University) 

Professor Lin Norton (Project consultant, Liverpool Hope University) 



The Higher Education Academy – August 2008     5 

Executive summary 
1. Background 
Assessment has long been known to be central to students’ perceptions of higher education: 
it defines the curriculum in students’ eyes (Ramsden, 2003) and has a major influence on 
their learning – the so-called ‘backwash effect’ (Biggs, 2003) – being viewed as a more 
powerful driver than teaching in determining what students do and how they do it (Boud, 
2007).  However, the practice of assessment alone does not guarantee effective learning 
(Gibbs and Simpson, 2004); rather pedagogic theory conceptualises assessment as a 
communication process (Higgins et al., 2001) in which high quality feedback is the most 
powerful single influence on student achievement (Hattie, 1987).  Today, the provision of 
quality feedback is perceived as a key requirement of effective teaching (Ramsden, 2003) 
and is expected by students (Higgins et al., 2002). 

Despite this central role in teaching and learning, assessment feedback has become a major 
concern of higher education institutions in recent years since it has emerged as the least 
satisfactory aspect of student experience with low satisfaction scores over three consecutive 
years – 2007, 2006 and 2005 – in the UK National Student Surveys.(NSS, 2007, 2006, 
2005).   Students are not alone in their concerns, an analysis of reports of almost 3000 
quality assurance visits over an eight-year period reveals that the QAA reviewers had 
commented on the “failure of a significant number of institutions to provide adequate 
feedback on students’ work” (QAA, 2003, p.28).   This consensus of dissatisfaction is 
compelling, but it is not a view generally shared by tutors with research confirming that 
lecturers often believe their feedback to be more useful than students do (Carless, 2006; 
Maclellan, 2001).  Given the significant implications of these differing perspectives, one 
question urgently needs to be addressed, namely: ‘what concepts of quality feedback are 
informing such an apparent mismatch of perceptions?’  

Frameworks for good practice in assessment and feedback have been developed, but it is 
noteworthy that attempts to conceptualise the nature of quality feedback within higher 
education have been positioned within a process of formative rather than summative 
feedback (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004; Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2004, 2006) at a time when 
resource constraints coupled with mass expansion in higher education has brought about 
cutbacks in opportunities for formative assessment to be practised (Yorke, 2003; Gibbs, 
2006).   

In view of this, the title of our paper acknowledges that assessment within all higher 
education institutions now operates within the context of widening participation policies and 
practice.  In reality, today increasing numbers of first-year undergraduates find themselves in 
large classes on courses for which summative feedback remains the dominant discourse of 
assessment (Boud, 2007).  Faced with the challenge of teaching staff struggling with ever-
increasing marking loads, it is now clear that the strategic response has often been to cut the 
number of student assessments (DfES, 2003; Hounsell, 2007) with the result that feedback 
of any kind is said to be in relative decline throughout the sector (Gibbs, 2006).  This study 
seeks to capture staff and student perceptions of ‘quality feedback’, as they experience the 
impact of these changes within higher education. 

At the same time, within the school sector an assessment for learning culture (Assessment 
Reform Group, 1999; Sutton, 1995) has been embedded within the curriculum leading to “a 
marked divergence in assessment practices and in the assumptions which tend to drive 
them” (Murphy, 2006, p.39).  While seminal research has been conducted on the 
assessment experience of students in schools (Black and Wiliam, 1998; Black et al., 2003) 
and universities (Hounsell, 2003), there are few studies that investigate the impact of the 
former on the latter.  This report presents cross-sector research that makes this connection 
and addresses this gap in the research literature, positioning first-year undergraduate 
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expectations of quality feedback within the context of their prior experience of formative 
assessment. 

2. Aims 
The main aims of the project were to:  

1. investigate the impact of prior experiences of assessment on students’ expectations 
of feedback practices in higher education 

2. explore tutors’ and students’ perceptions of what is considered quality feedback and 
how this may vary within and across disciplines 

3. analyse any changes in students’ perceptions of quality feedback throughout their 
first-year higher education experience  

4. identify barriers to providing quality feedback. 

The subsidiary aims were to: 

5. enable interventions to promote quality feedback and reflectively evaluate these 
strategies, developed in response to dialogue between subject tutors and students 
about feedback practice 

6. improve the quality of the student learning experience by developing and reflectively 
evaluating a process of change to embed good practice. 

3. Methods 
In order to develop a detailed understanding of the perceptions and processes involved, 
qualitative methods were used to provide research findings with a ‘deep’ narrative that can 
usefully inform what is actually taught (Gibbs, 2002).  This approach also addressed the 
issue that “the majority of the studies concerning students’ perceptions about assessment 
are quantitative in nature” (Struyven et al., 2005, p.12).  The reliability of our findings is 
enhanced by the comparative approach of this multidisciplinary and cross-sector study, 
which meant that the perceptions of students, teachers and university tutors with diverse 
experiences of assessment were captured during the year-long study. In view of the scope of 
the study, the consistent thematic findings that emerged from such a rich dataset appear 
particularly compelling.  As a result, it is our contention that such a qualitative approach 
enables us to propose recommendations of interest to the wider academic community. 

The project was composed of three strands. The first strand explored student perceptions 
and experience of feedback (and university expectations) in sixth forms at schools and FE 
colleges in areas of the north-west of England. Three schools and three FE/sixth form 
colleges were selected. At each institution focus groups were conducted with Year 13 
students (n=37), and teachers (n=13) were also interviewed.  The majority of pupils were 
studying A-levels and all intended to enter higher education, including progression to 
universities not participating in the research study. 

The second strand comprised student focus groups at three points in the year and tutor 
interviews to investigate the perceptions of feedback quality during the first-year university 
experience. Beginning at a university in the north of England (N), participants from a 
representative sample of geographical postcodes, were drawn from three popular subject 
areas: Psychology (students n=24, tutors n=4); Education Studies (students n=24, tutors 
n=3); and Performing Arts (students n=17, tutors n=3).  A cross-institutional perspective was 
obtained by repeating student focus groups of Psychology students at two other universities, 
one in London (L, n=29), the other in the midlands (M, n=14), so that the results could be 
compared.  A total of 108 students and ten staff were involved in focus groups and interviews 
during Strand 2. Since focus groups were self-selecting within the three disciplines, we also 
employed a questionnaire to check validity of our findings; 176 students from the three 
participating institutions returned questionnaire results. 
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The third strand consisted of negotiation with course teams to design and implement an 
intervention to improve feedback quality after considering the views of students and tutors.  
This third strand was an attempt to engage students and course teams in dialogue to 
develop shared understanding of the assessment and feedback processes, and to respond 
to each other’s concerns. Focus groups were used to help gauge perceptions of feedback 
within the three participating disciplines: Psychology (n=7), Performing Arts (n=8) and 
Education Studies (n=6) at University N.  

Focus group and interview data were recorded and transcribed. Three researchers 
independently carried out thematic analysis and subsequently collaborated through an 
iterative process to reach consensus. Member validation was used to verify interpretations 
where possible. 

4. Results 
4.1 Students’ perceptions of what constitutes quality feedback 
Almost universally in the focus groups, both further education and first-year undergraduate 
students expressed two purposes of feedback: a judgement of the standard reached and 
guidance to improve performance.  Students identified a number of characteristics 
associated with quality feedback, but these can only be fully understood in relation to the way 
students conceptualised feedback as a continual process, aimed at improving their grade 
through ongoing dialogue (primarily with a teacher or tutor).  This perception of an integrated 
process is particularly apparent in the study of experiences of school students; indeed in 
some schools and colleges, this is tightly coupled with considerable emphasis on preparatory 
guidance and continual support through the writing stage to the submission of a coursework 
assignment.   

Students in both higher and further education perceived that this system of guidance 
provides quality feedback within a supportive relationship offering frequent opportunities for 
discussion of progress. Such feedback is perceived to be a process that predominately 
delivers a formative judgement of performance; this scaffolds the student’s learning by 
identifying areas of improvement, which if actioned will achieve higher grades.  

The perceptions gained through this experience of assessment in further education are taken 
forward into the first year of university study. Our findings reliably demonstrate that it is this 
experience of feedback as a dialogic, formative process that consistently informs perceptions 
of quality expressed by students across disciplines and within different institutions. 
Significantly, the findings of our iterative study reveal that these defining perceptions of 
quality do not change during the first year, but remain the constant benchmark by which all 
feedback at university is judged. 

On the basis of our analysis of student perceptions of quality feedback in both further and 
higher education, we have modelled this process as the Dialogic Feedback Cycle (DFC) 
(Figure 2) comprising three sub-processes generated from the data: preparatory guidance, 
in-task guidance and performance feedback (post submission). 

However, there is a considerable difference in practice at university compared to schools, 
most notably, with the former privileging independent or ‘self-directed’ learning (Knowles, 
1975, p.8).  Retaining perceptions of quality feedback as a formative, dialogic process, 
therefore, often leaves students feeling uncertain and confused about what to do, and in 
some cases significantly alienated from the institution and even higher education itself. 

4.2 Strand 1: School/FE students’ perceptions of their pre-university experiences 
Analysis of students’ reported experiences typically showed the following characteristics.  In 
the preparatory guidance stage, activity centred on the discussion and guidance about 
assessment criteria and marking schemes. Most schools/colleges in our study set target 
grades for students. At the in-task guidance stage, students had access to high levels of 
support through teachers and often produced a number of drafts for coursework.  Feedback 
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was provided verbally and in written form. Most students and teachers had some experience 
of peer assessment, although there were widely divergent perceptions of its effectiveness. 
After submission of the final assignment, students received written and verbal feedback.  
Emphasis was placed on rapid turnaround of marked work (one week was normal) and 
included detailed, specific comments together with examples. Students expressed high 
satisfaction levels with the feedback and guidance received. Eighty-nine per cent of students 
surveyed indicated that they paid close attention to feedback. 

4.3 Teachers’ and university tutors’ perceptions of what constitutes quality feedback 
Thirteen teachers in five schools/colleges participated in individual or group interviews 
discussing their perceptions of feedback and their own practice. We also interviewed ten 
university tutors at University N. 

In all cases, teachers identified the purposes of feedback as being to improve performance 
and to communicate achievement against examination board standards, and teachers 
stressed the need to communicate these to their students.  They saw feedback linked 
explicitly and in detail to the criteria identifying current performance and actions to be taken 
to improve.   

Just as students perceived feedback as a continuous process, teachers talked in the same 
terms.  All of the teachers reported that they had used forms of peer assessment. Self-
assessment was expressed as a common aim, although it was only reported as actively 
being reinforced as a process by students and teachers in half the schools/colleges 
surveyed.   All teachers interviewed reported the use of exemplars, such as previous 
coursework answers or past examination papers, and they placed a high emphasis on the 
use of drafts and a rapid turnaround in marking.  They also described a culture where 
students received a high level of informal support outside class time. 

Most teachers raised the issue of students’ lack of independent study, and other problems 
reported were inadequate research and writing skills, the lack of reading by some students 
and students not acting on feedback.   

University tutors reported different emphasis on the purposes of feedback and considerably 
divergent espoused practices.  When discussing the purpose of assessment, all tutors 
identified improvement in performance as the primary function.  

While all tutors recognised the importance of verbal feedback and dialogue, there was 
considerable variety in approaches to this, ranging from designing seminar sessions to 
enable the inclusion of one-to-one and group-tutor discussion, to communicating to students 
the time and availability of tutor surgery hours and appointments.  

Most tutors (seven out of ten) also expressed the importance of specific and detailed 
feedback. However, every single tutor pointed to the problem of lack of time for marking and 
most expressed concern that they need to spend considerable time dealing with relatively 
basic errors in academic writing, rather than being able to focus on higher level aspects.  

The most significant points to emerge from our analysis concerned the divergence in the 
perceptions and practice of university tutors from those of school teachers.  It was 
particularly noticeable that all school teachers discussed quality feedback in relation to 
achievement against an explicit standard expressed as criteria.  None of our university tutors 
foregrounded explicit criteria. Some tutors used tacit marking criteria, though two out of three 
departments published standardised assessment criteria for students.  Only one tutor said 
that they discussed these actively with the class prior to submission of an assignment.   

The second difference that stood out was the diversity of practice concerning formative 
assessment activities.  All of the approaches identified in the study of school practices were 
used in one way or another, but there was no consistency, and the practices largely 
depended on individual tutors’ beliefs.  While there was acknowledgement that rapid 
feedback was most beneficial, in general written feedback on written coursework was 
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Figure 2:  Dialogic Feedback Cycle in further education 

 
4.3 Teachers’ and university tutors’ perceptions of what constitutes quality feedback 
Thirteen teachers in five schools/colleges participated in individual or group interviews 
discussing their perceptions of feedback and their own practice. We also interviewed ten 
university tutors at University N. 

In all cases, teachers identified the purposes of feedback as to improve performance and to 
communicate achievement against standards.  The standards used were the examination 
board assessment criteria, and teachers stressed the need for consistent use of these 
criteria and communication of them to their students.  They saw feedback linked explicitly 
and in detail to the criteria, identifying current performance and actions to be taken to 
improve.  Over half of the schools/colleges reported using individualised target grades for 
students and linking ‘feedback action’ to those grades. 

Just as students perceived feedback as a continuous process, teachers talked in the same 
terms using a variety of approaches to engage students with the assessment process and 
the criteria.  All of the teachers reported that they had used forms of peer assessment. This 
varied from judging recordings of performances to the marking of other students’ work.  Most 
of the teachers reported that this had been successful, but one teacher had abandoned it 
after significant resistance from students.  Some teachers reported receiving training in 
‘Assessment for Learning’ methods and CPD sessions including sharing good practice to 
help develop expertise.  Self-assessment was expressed as a common aim, although it was 
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only reported as actively being reinforced as a process by students and teachers in half of 
the schools/colleges surveyed.   All teachers interviewed reported the use of exemplars, 
such as previous coursework answers or past examination papers. Teachers indicated that 
students used these as models in constructing their answers and practiced marking in order 
to internalise the assessment criteria.   

Within the assessment guidance process, all teachers, in all of the schools/colleges, placed a 
high emphasis on the use of drafts and a rapid turnaround, almost always within a week of 
submission.  They also described a culture where students were expected to find teachers 
for help outside of class; for example, at the end of the school day.  Some teachers stressed 
the importance of getting to know students and personalising feedback. 

Most teachers raised the issues of students’ lack of independent study skills and pointed to 
the need for students to be helped to develop such skills:  

… you can’t make the leap from a rigidity of thought to a total openness of thought, 
unless somebody tells you how to do it. (S5P14) 

However, teachers highlighted that this conflicts with the demands of the grade culture:  

They rely an awful lot on us and in one sense we’re the biggest problem, we’re the 
biggest stumbling block to independent learning because we spoon-feed them!   We 
take them every step of the way. (S1Staff3P5) 

… independent learning, yeah we all agree with it but very, very, very few students do 
it and we cannot allow them to do it or to not do it, we have to pick up what they don't 
do because of league tables.  I can say absolutely and utterly … if they fail, it won’t be 
them that’s blamed, it will be me and the school and the school will be pilloried, “oh 
look where you are in the league tables”. (S1Staff1P1) 

Other problems reported were: inadequate research and writing skills; the lack of reading by 
some students; and students not acting on feedback.  However, we only discovered one 
instance where students were monitored against the feedback actions: this occurred where 
comments on one draft had to be submitted with the next. 

When we compared these perceptions and practices with university teachers, we found, as 
expected, considerable similarities, but different emphasis on purposes of feedback and 
considerably divergent espoused practices. Ten university teachers at University N (Table 2) 
were interviewed to explore their perceptions of quality feedback, barriers and their practice.  

When discussing the purpose of assessment, response of the university teachers was 
unanimous: they firstly identified improvement in performance as the main function:  

… to realise this is where they are now, this is where they need to be, if they have 
reached a very good standard, to encourage them, “this is an excellent standard”, “to 
enable you to develop further…” (US3Staff2) 

Most of the tutors (six out of ten) also explicitly identified the importance of motivation in the 
feedback process and pointed to the way they ordered and expressed comments to ensure 
that positive motivational remarks were made first.  

While all tutors recognised the importance of verbal feedback and dialogue, there was 
considerable variety in approaches to this, ranging from designing seminar sessions to 
enable the inclusion of one-to-one and group-tutor discussion, to communicating to students 
the time and availability of tutor surgery hours and appointments. Within our small sample, it 
was noticeable that Performing Arts tutors placed greatest emphasis on verbal feedback, 
both for written submissions and performances.  

Most tutors (seven out of ten) also expressed the importance of specific and detailed 
feedback, and a variety of approaches were used to maximise personal feedback. Examples 
included: checklists of common errors; criteria met; annotated scripts and detailed comments 
on feedback sheets.  However, every single tutor pointed to the problem of lack of time for 
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marking and providing feedback as a barrier to providing quality feedback, and most 
expressed concern that they need to spend considerable time dealing with relatively basic 
errors in academic writing, rather than being able to focus on higher level aspects.  

Perhaps the most significant points to emerge from our analysis concerned the divergence in 
perceptions and practice from school teachers.  It was particularly noticeable that all school 
teachers discussed quality feedback with regard to achievement against an explicit standard 
expressed as criteria from the examination board.  None of our university tutors 
foregrounded explicit criteria. Some tutors used tacit marking criteria, though in two out of 
three departments agreed assessment criteria were available.  Only one tutor said that they 
discussed these actively with the class prior to submission of an assignment.  One tutor 
stated that she set targets for students within the feedback on coursework, although these 
were not monitored formally.  

The second difference that stood out was the diversity of practice concerning formative 
assessment activities.  All of the approaches identified in the study of school practices were 
used in one way or another, but there was no consistency and the practices largely 
depended on individual beliefs.  There were occasions when exemplars, peer and self-
assessment, drafts, post-assessment discussions, and seminars on essay preparation were 
used. However, the frequency of formative assessment in university was reported as much 
lower than at school/college.  One department designed in a formative review and another 
included an essay plan to provide opportunities for feedback.  While there was 
acknowledgement that rapid feedback was most beneficial, in general written feedback on 
written coursework was provided three to four weeks after submission, tutors citing quality 
assurance processes and workload as barriers to a faster turnaround.  One tutor responded 
to the school 1-week turnaround practice as follows: 

Because actually it will be physically impossible, if you never went to bed….if you 
never went to bed, if you spent all the time when you weren’t teaching marking you 
could not turn round and respond to the work in seven days. (US1Staff1P2) 

However, feedback on presentations and performances was provided in a mainly verbal form 
immediately after the event. 

Given the cultural differences in perception and practice, it is hardly surprising that the 
students experience a shock when they move from the highly regulated school environment 
to a much more individualistic setting of university.  The next section explores these 
experiences in some detail. 

4.4 Strand 2: First-year students’ perceptions of experiences 
In this section we analyse the data from focus groups in the three subjects at University N 
and Psychology at Universities M and L. The data were analysed within the framework of the 
processes in the Dialogic Feedback Cycle:  

Stage1: Preparatory guidance 
Many students considered the transition to university to be something of a culture shock, and 
the familiar and reassuring regular dialogue that they had experienced with their teachers did 
not occur so frequently with university tutors.  Students showed awareness of the need for 
independent learning, but did not feel that they were supported in developing those skills:   

… nobody really understood that we didn’t know the difference between A-level work 
and university work. (US3FG3)  

 … thrown in at the deep end ... (US3FG2P6) 

Now when we’ve got into here it just, we’ve lost all that [support] and you’re just like 
“whoa”. (US1FG3P13-14) 

The feeling of loss of contact is emphasised in the following quotation, as is the forced 
reliance on resources rather than a tutor (in the second quotation): 
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They do warn you about it to be honest, but you don’t think it’s going to be that 
extreme. Because the thing that I found is, I knew I wouldn’t be force-fed, but this is 
my first year, I’ve never done referencing before, I’ve never had to do certain layouts 
or anything like that. I’ve never done this subject before, and then all of a sudden they 
expect you to know it all just from this sheet. (US1FG3P14) 

It’s our first time doing anything and I’m, that’s what I’m finding, it’s our first time doing 
anything and I don't know what they’re expecting, I don’t know what they want and if 
they give us sort of examples, some sort of criteria of what we need in it, just this 
time, then that would be absolutely fine by me and I would know then from now on, 
but because they haven't I’m finding it a little confusing. (US2FG2P4) 

Interestingly participants underlined the newness of university work as a major cause of 
anxiety, even though most have engaged in some form of academic writing prior to 
university. The feeling of unfamiliarity is even cognisant when carrying out basic academic 
tasks such as summarisation as evidenced by the following quote: 

They didn't tell us what they were looking for, for us to write about so we were just 
told “summarise these sections” and we were just like “what do they want us to take 
out of it?” (US3FG2BP6) 

This feeling of forced praxis without theory/understanding has emotional entailments, not 
least of which is the total re-evaluation of past experiences:  

… you’re writing absolutely different, so I have to learn everything from new. 
(US4FG3P6) 

Students did express satisfaction when talking about instances where they received 
guidance and were given clear indication of what was expected.  The experience was similar 
to that reported for pre-university courses above: 

… the lecturer said at the end of the session, she said exactly what she wanted from 
our coursework, and it was very, very good. And I had one of my best marks in this 
essay, because I knew exactly what she wanted from me … (US4FG3P14) 

This advice appears very directive, but it is helping the student model what is required at 
university and adjust to the different requirements.  Issues of disciplinary identity were also 
being raised at the end of the first year, as students were recognising different styles and the 
need for guidance in this area: 

I think when you’ve never written Psychology, you’ve never used psychological 
language before there’s terms and stuff that if you use it in say an English essay it 
makes sense and you use it in a Psychology essay it means something completely 
different and that was quite helpful, for just helping to distinguish between the two. 
(US4FG3P15) 

Stage 2: In-task guidance 
The level of in-task guidance received at university was considerably diminished compared 
to school/college.  Marking of drafts by tutors was virtually unknown in the courses sampled, 
though marking of draft essay plans was offered on one course.  Tutors did not report a high 
take-up of this opportunity.  

Students in focus groups expressed anxiety regarding support, and while some felt confident 
in approaching their tutors, others were unsure who (or where) to go to and were not clear 
whether it should be a lecturer, module leader, seminar tutor or personal tutor.  One course 
in University N was introducing peer mentors as a support mechanism, though this was in 
the early stages and students expressed reservations about the expertise level and advice 
received from their peers: 
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… the actual student isn’t going to be the marker.  So he won’t know exactly what is 
expected, so I might give out different information compared to someone else ... 
(US1FG2P22) 

Variation in guidance was not confined to perception of peer mentors, however, and 
inconsistency of advice, instruction and marking was a theme that was raised in several 
subjects and universities.  Students were being exposed to many more sources of 
information than in their previous experience and consequently were struggling to come to 
terms with it at times:   

See I’ve found one person saying one thing and then someone else will say another 
thing … it’s like, well what do you do? (US1FG2P7) 

Even though uni’s supposed to be where we use our own initiative and do our work, 
apparently, we haven’t got the information to then go into the initiative and use our 
own initiative. (US1FG2P9) 

An issue raised by students and tutors alike was the lack of time, which for students meant a 
lack of contact: 

That’s the main problem.  The main problem is that we’re … they’re all busy 
themselves and we’re busy ourselves, so they never match, the times when we need 
to meet them. (US1FG2P10) 

In sixth form it was one extreme there was loads of help and then here I don’t think 
there’s very much help and here I always feel a little bit guilty asking for help 
sometimes. (US3FG3) 

At the end of the first year this student had developed very negative perceptions: 

You know so, sometimes now I’m scared to go and ask and you know, “Excuse me 
would you have a minute?” because they’re probably going to say no, you know and 
I’m scared of that rejection. (US4FG3P9) 

Stage3: Performance feedback on final submission 
Students highlighted what they perceived as both good and poor examples of feedback.  
Where it was cited as being good, two characteristics stood out, consistent with the practice 
at school: these were the opportunity for discussion (especially one-to-one) and relevant 
meaningful feedback that was meaningful to the student and that could be acted on.  
Students picked out the immediate feedback received on performances and presentations as 
some of the most useful. 

The opportunity to discuss the piece of work and feedback was seen as an unusual, but 
highly positive point:  

The feedback from work Psychology was quite good, but that’s because she sat 
down with us and she went through each individual point. That was for the first piece 
of coursework that we handed in, it was group coursework and she sat down and she 
went through what was good and what was bad… (US4FG3P5) 

Individual discussion was also coupled with the desire for personalised feedback: 

I think more verbal feedback, we had none last time. I think you understand it more 
when it’s talked through. (US2FG3) 

Relevant and meaningful feedback is that which students can understand and act on in that 
context. If it is provided on a draft, then specific comments to improve the draft are 
appropriate. If the comments are on a final submission, students want to understand how 
they can improve in the future:   

… it was quite useful, he just told us first of all what kind of structure of what mistakes 
I’ve got there, of 1.5 spacing etc. Then he came out with the referencing mistakes, I 
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had quite a lot, then he come out with the other things like the element objectives I 
had inside … but I think it depends [on your] you tutor etc. (US1FG3P3) 

To tell you the truth I think the feedback that I received was quite exceptional … she 
told us what mistakes I made, as I said. The referencing mistakes, the layout 
mistakes, the spacing mistakes, the grammar mistakes, she just noted them all down, 
so as soon as I got it back I knew… (US1FG3P5) 

Unfortunately, such comments were in the small minority. Students from all universities 
reported frequent experiences that they rated as poor. The lack of timeliness of feedback 
was a common criticism; students complained that feedback was too late to be acted upon.  
They also considered three weeks to be a long time to wait for feedback (a ‘standard’ in one 
of the universities). Sometimes feedback sheets were returned without the work, but by far 
the most frequently expressed dissatisfaction was with the nature and number of comments 
provided: 

We’ve got comments from our tutor, very few comments about the work. “Is this 
relevant?” and stuff like that, but not saying why it’s not relevant. (US2FG3) 

But a lot of them haven’t been marked yet, like we’ve done about ten now … eight 
research methods tests and not one of them has been marked yet. (US5FG1P4) 

I had one word written on mine, it was ‘introduction’, that was it. (US5FG1P4) 

Consistency was also an issue with regard to the source, amount, level of detail and focus of 
any feedback received: 

You get more than me, I haven’t got anything … which wasn’t very useful at all.  I’ve 
got some personal mentors and they call me [inaudible] they went through the entire 
essay with me. (US1FG3P3) 

I don’t know, I mean the main impression that I got from the essay was that 
references was the main thing that was being marked on … (US5FG1P4) 

Like one or two sentences.  Introduction was good.  What was good about it? I want 
to know more detail; they don’t really tell you things … (US4FG3P2) 

We had no feedback from the other essay that we handed in, absolutely nothing, so 
how are we meant to write [the]  big essay without the feedback from the smaller one. 
And the critique, we still haven’t really had any feedback for our general critiques 
have we? You have to badger them for it. (US1FG3P5) 

Students struggled to make use of the feedback they received. Some had problems actually 
understanding what was written, while others failed to see how comments could help them 
improve. From the student perspective, the nature of feedback intertwines with issues 
relating to lack of contact with tutors and the unfamiliarity of university work, which serves to 
further emphasise the feeling that they are not being supported:   

… one or two sentences … you are desperate to read what they’re trying to say, but 
you can’t even make out what they’re saying sometimes. (US4FG3P9) 

Yeah, I think when you get the feedback they usually tell you what was poor but they 
don’t tell you how to improve it, they just put, oh “referencing was poor” or “conclusion 
was poor”, but then they don’t really tell you how to bump it up. (US4FG3P3) 

All I got, when I [inaudible] of an essay back all it had on it was, “you’re going along 
the right lines”.  What does that then mean? What about am I doing right? … It just 
hasn’t been helpful at all … No I don’t think so ... (US1FG3P7-8) 

In these quotes it is clear that students value feedback as a means of preparation for the 
next piece of work.  The comments show that they desire engagement with the learning 
process and to know: ‘what are they doing right?’ and ‘how can they improve?’   The impact 
of not meeting those needs is evident: 
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And the feedback for me has been absolutely minimal and I’ve found that more 
demotivating. (US1FG3P9) 

As the year’s gone on I’ve found it more and more demotivating and harder and 
harder to do it and I just can’t do it, because I don’t know I’m doing it right or anything. 
(US1FG3P10) 

The use of feedback was a contentious point with a number of tutors, who expressed the 
view that many students did not make use of feedback.  The students involved in our survey 
and focus groups were insistent that they attempted to make use of feedback where it was 
meaningful and relevant: 

Definitely, referencing was particular for my first kind of essays and the year I 
changed, changed [inaudible] and adapted the new APA style, so I think that 
comment, that really did help. (US4FG3P4) 

Yeah you have to, even though it’s not very good, but what can you do? You know 
you try. (US4FG3P18) 

As suggested above, students often did not see how they could act to improve; sometimes 
they saw feedback as relating to a single piece of work, while at other times they saw it as 
too general for them to interpret as meaningful: 

Well it’s just because like, when they say what you did wrong and are specific to what 
you’ve written about and you can’t really, like use that for your next essay because 
they’re not telling you in general things, what you can improve and what not. 
(US4FG3P3) 

I had only one coursework back, with the work was attached and the comments in the 
section, detailed comments, but it happened just once for cognitive Psychology, and 
later I didn’t receive any particular. Very, very, very poor in general.  So I don’t really 
know what I had to change. (US4FG3P2) 

Yeah it’s too general, there’s nothing you can do with it, you know.  You’re going to 
say, okay this time it was like this, but it’s too general to make anything out of it. 
(US4FG3P13) 

In summary, our research among first-year undergraduates at three universities shows a 
very different picture to that at school and college.  The level of support and guidance in the 
assessment process was perceived to be much lower, and did not meet students’ 
expectations.  The inconsistency and lack of meaningful and relevant feedback was reported 
by students who had anticipated many more opportunities for dialogue with their tutor.  A 
worrying feature was the demotivating effect that it appeared to have on a significant 
proportion of students.  

4.5 Strand 3: Facilitating pedagogical change   
In this section, we present an account of the approach taken to plan and introduce 
interventions designed to improve feedback to first-year students in year-long 30 credit 
modules in three subject areas of University N. These were Psychology, Performing Arts 
(Theatre Studies) and Education Studies. 

The design of this strand was based on two principles: firstly, the process of change 
management adopted by Black et al. (2003), which positioned the researcher as a facilitator 
to promote discussion of possible interventions with teachers, teachers then progressing to 
selecting and adapting an intervention that they considered appropriate to the local context. 
This approach has been successful in schools, and we wanted to test its effectiveness in 
higher education where, in our experience, it is often difficult to introduce change in teaching 
practices to course teams.  
The second principle involved promoting dialogue between students and academics to 
develop shared understanding of each other’s perceptions of quality feedback. Therefore, 
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during the first semester, students and tutors at University N participating in the focus groups 
and staff interviews were to be asked to identify barriers to good practice. Following this 
dialogue, a subject-specific strategy would be devised to promote quality feedback within the 
three disciplines: Education Studies; Performing Arts (Theatre Studies) and Psychology.  We 
then hoped to evaluate the effectiveness of both the strategies developed and the process of 
change. 

We considered the most important feature of this approach to be the owning of any 
intervention by the course team, and therefore the choice of intervention, based on student 
feedback, was theirs. As a consequence, we expected considerable diversity and thought it 
would be unlikely that a rigorous evaluation of any intervention could be completed within the 
restricted timescale of this project (one academic year).   

This philosophy entailed some risk and in the final analysis meant that data from the 
Psychology departments at Universities L and M could not be included at this stage. Tutors 
at these institutions chose interventions that aimed to further develop existing action 
research projects, and the different scheduling of semesters between institutions meant that 
the time available for the implementation of interventions differed between institutions. 
Therefore, it was decided that no useful comparison of the data for interventions in 
Psychology courses across institutions could be made.   Reflections on the experience of 
change at Universities L and M will be used to inform further analysis of the embedding 
process in University N in future research. 

At University N, the initial process was the same in all three subject areas: the researcher 
interviewed academics and conducted focus groups with students at the start of the 
academic year. The discussions with students aimed to establish their perceptions of 
feedback quality and prior experience of feedback in school or college.  Within semi-
structured interviews, academics were given the opportunity to reflect upon their own 
experience of feedback and their current practice within their discipline.  Subsequently, a 
second set of focus groups with students, conducted towards the end of the first semester, 
captured students’ initial experiences of feedback at university. 

Due to time constraints and the need to ensure anonymity, it was the principal researcher 
who then fed back student experiences to staff and facilitated course team discussion, 
thereby establishing a feedback loop.  Following on from this process, interventions were 
proposed and subsequently designed.  It is worth noting at this point that tutors and students 
generally appeared to identify similar areas of concern about the barriers to formative 
feedback within their discipline. In particular, both staff and students in Education Studies 
expressed concern at the staff-student ratio and the time available to give pre-assessment 
guidance or quality feedback on drafts; in Psychology, there was a common awareness of 
the expectation of independent learning, but doubts as to whether the current assignment 
checklist effectively enabled students to self-evaluate their work prior to submission; and in 
Performing Arts (Theatre Studies), there was a shared perception regarding the need for on-
task guidance in writing for assessment, in addition to summative feedback on the 
assignment itself.  The existence of such shared areas of concern, albeit from different 
perspectives, appears to strengthen the case for dialogue between staff and students on 
assessment practices. 

These thematic concerns from the focus groups and staff interviews became the starting 
point for further discussions with the course team about the interventions to be piloted in 
response to student feedback.  It was an expectation of the research design that tutors would 
not only contribute to identifying barriers to quality feedback, but also take the lead in 
implementing an intervention to improve practice within each of the three disciplines.  In 
practice this did not happen; the reasons in each case are outlined below and discussed in 
further detail in the reflection. As a result, this aspect of the project became action research 
for one of the project team, who as a member of the university Writing Centre and the Write 
Now CETL, became directly involved in implementing the agreed interventions. For this 
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reason, a reflective account of this experience has been chosen as the most appropriate 
means of evaluating the process of change at this stage. The points made in the reflection 
are informed by post-intervention interviews carried out with course leaders and students 
involved in the delivery of the interventions, and their evaluations have provided a degree of 
cross-validation.   

Although the chosen interventions can all be characterised as providing formative feedback, 
the chosen strategies diverged significantly, so these are outlined below first.  Supporting 
evidence for the claims made here about the focus group and staff interview data can be 
found in the results section of this report. There then follows an account of the experience of 
implementing these interventions and, finally, a brief reflection on the process of change 
highlights key implications for future practice and concludes this section of the report.  

4.5.1 Performing Arts 
Two of the three Performing Arts (Theatre Studies) tutors involved in the research 
programme were part-time and one was hourly paid; two were new to the department and 
one was a former student who is now a lecturer. Despite their varying backgrounds, all three 
tutors expressed concern that a significant number of current students needed support in 
writing for assessment to enable them to make the transition from school or sixth form to 
university. They described the time needed to give this type of formative feedback as one of 
their greatest challenges. 

Tutors commented on the difficulty of balancing expectations of independent study with the 
reality of their students’ need for guidance in academic writing.  For example, the 
departmental policy allowed for feedback on only one draft of the first portfolio assignment, 
and thereafter self-directed academic study was required on which summative feedback was 
given. Students themselves identified a lack of confidence in academic writing and a lack of 
understanding of what was required in their university assignments as driving their need for 
reassurance in the form of ongoing feedback. Their expectations of feedback were informed 
by prior experience at school and sixth form of pre-task guidance, such as being able to 
discuss task requirements and drafts in class, and of having access to exemplar material.  

Both tutors and students identified pre-task and ongoing guidance at the point of writing as 
the intervention needed to overcome the barrier of a perceived lack of formative feedback.  
The intervention decided upon by tutors in response to student feedback was from a 
supplementary source, the University Writing Centre.  Subsequently six one-hour workshops 
were delivered by a member of the Writing Centre/Write Now staff. The curriculum content 
was driven by the needs of students as identified through the focus groups, and curriculum 
materials were developed in consultation with the course leader and tutors participating in 
the research.  Tutors received advice on an individual basis from the workshop tutor 
regarding appropriate activities to include into seminar sessions, such as the use of exemplar 
material and the discussion of assessment criteria. 

The writing workshops were voluntary and open to the seminar groups of the three tutors 
participating in the research, who all encouraged their groups to attend.  Attendance was 
high in comparison to the uptake for generic Writing Centre workshops, with between two-
thirds and a third of each cohort attending the sessions at least once. The workshops 
attracted a broad range of ability and gave students the opportunity to discuss their 
assignment brief, analyse the task criteria, work with exemplar material, and to discuss drafts 
and their writing process. During the first semester students in focus groups had expressed 
reluctance to engage in peer assessment of their writing due to a lack of confidence, so this 
activity was not included in workshops; instead, student writers were encouraged to share 
their work with ‘a reader’ from their informal peer support network as well as the workshop 
tutor. 

A member of the Write Now research team not involved in the delivery of the workshops took 
feedback on the intervention in a third focus group, and this feedback was cross-validated by 
a sampling of end-of-course student evaluations. 
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4.5.2 Psychology 
All the seminar tutors (nine) teaching the first-year foundation course in Psychology 
participated in the research study at the request of the course leader, who wanted to ensure 
a consistent approach. In discussion, tutors repeatedly expressed concerns that first-year 
undergraduates were not sufficiently self-directed, citing the example of their use of the 
assessment checklist, which students were expected to complete prior to submission of their 
assignment essay.  A copy of the checklist was included in the course handbook, was 
available online to download and copies could be collected from the departmental office.  Yet 
tutors perceived that this was only completed in a superficial manner as a ‘tick-box’ exercise, 
usually at the last minute. 

In the focus groups, students readily acknowledged the need to be more independent in their 
studies, but raised the issue of the checklist themselves as something that they just engaged 
with on a superficial level.  Clear reasons were given: students often downloaded the self-
assessment form once they had completed their essay thinking that this was part of the 
submission rather than the writing process, while those who collected the submission form 
from the departmental office found the checklist on the reverse side, by which time the essay 
was complete and students were reluctant or unable to make any changes.  Students 
admitted to ticking boxes in the hope that tutors would not notice and argued that at 
submission stage they were hardly likely to admit to having used the wrong font or not 
included an argument.  Others noted that the checklist was a list of things to include in the 
assignment, but did not appear to be linked to grade criteria, of which they also said they 
were unaware.  All the students in the focus groups claimed that they had worked to the 
requirements of grade descriptors or target grades while at school or college, but no-one said 
they had used the checklist while writing their assignments during the first semester, and the 
majority appeared unsure of its purpose or how to use it effectively. 

As a consequence of feeding back these findings, tutors agreed that the current checklist 
was not working and that an appropriate intervention would be to revise this and create a 
more effective tool to improve the quality of self-assessment feedback.  A request was then 
made for this process to be supported as a professional development activity with workshops 
for both staff and students being delivered by a member of the Write Now team.  Due to time 
constraints and staff availability, this developmental work could not be scheduled until the 
end of the academic year, after the students had submitted their final assignment.  This 
meant that the revised checklist could not be used by first-year students working on their 
assignments in the academic year of the research project.   

Therefore, to give Psychology students the same opportunity for continuing development, it 
was agreed that workshops would be held in which all first-year undergraduates would be 
able to practise self-assessment using the revised tool, once their final assignment had been 
submitted but prior to grades having been given out.  These sessions would be used to pilot 
the self-assessment checklist, and feedback from students would inform future use. 

The agreed intervention took place in three stages: 

• At a lecture to disseminate the interim results of the research project to the entire 
first-year cohort, students were reminded of the existing checklist, and copies of this 
and the existing format of grade descriptors were distributed.  The course leader 
reported that seminar tutors still felt that their students did not use the information in 
any meaningful way in their subsequent, final assignment.  At the end of this 
dissemination event, students were informed that seminar workshops would be taking 
place on self-assessment, and they were asked to bring along a copy of their final 
assignment. Reminders were sent out online by the course leader. 

• A staff workshop led by a member of the Write Now research team was held in the 
second semester.  This session explored the possibility of mapping identified core 
criteria onto existing grade descriptors to create a meaningful self-assessment tool.  
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At the end of this workshop tutors produced an agreed self-assessment grid for use in 
student workshops. 

• Student workshops for all first-year students were held in May towards the end of the 
academic year. These sessions were led by a member of the Write Now team and in 
most cases the seminar tutor was present.  The workshops introduced students to the 
purpose of the self-assessment tool and explained the terms of the core criteria, 
which were linked to both grades and percentage marks.  In the seminar sessions 
students were asked to assess their own essay using the self-assessment grid and 
award a mark/grade.  Grades were then distributed by the seminar tutor and 
comparisons made.   

As the third focus group for Psychology students had to be timetabled prior to these 
workshops, a second member of the Write Now research team took post-session feedback in 
a random sample of the workshops.  

4.5.3 Education Studies 
Of the two seminar tutors involved in the research study, one was taken seriously ill during 
the project and the workload of the remaining tutor meant that collaboration was limited.  The 
additional involvement of two course leaders in the research project, therefore, proved vital in 
driving planning of the agreed intervention forward.  Each course tutor was responsible for 
two seminar groups so a total of four Education Studies seminar groups took part in the 
research project, either by completing questionnaires or participating in focus groups.   

The Education Studies department has an established pastoral mentoring programme, which 
involves two days training at the university’s activity centre in Wales at the start of the 
academic year. At least one, and in practice generally two, second-year mentors are 
attached to a seminar group to work with the tutor to provide generic support for first-year 
undergraduates.  During the first semester, mentors are available to give feedback on drafts 
for the essay component of the portfolio assignment and students are directed by the 
assessment guidelines to access this support. 

During the first and second focus groups held throughout the first semester, students raised 
significant questions about this peer mentoring system.  In particular, students questioned 
the training that mentors received in giving feedback on the assessment tasks and raised the 
issue of their status as peers, rather than ‘expert’ tutors.  At the same time, students were 
keen to report the dedication of individual tutors and acknowledged that they were only too 
aware of the workloads and time constraints under which staff operated.  In view of these 
realities, students participating in the focus groups identified the use of trained mentors as a 
possible means of addressing their perceived barrier to receiving quality feedback, namely of 
a lack of formative guidance.  

Staff, likewise, readily acknowledged that a lack of time and the reality of workloads impacted 
upon their capacity to give formative feedback, even on summatively assessed work.  The 
use of peer mentors was thought to be a constructive way to deal with these conflicting 
demands.  Students’ perception that mentors needed to be trained to give quality feedback 
on their drafts proved to be one shared by course leaders.  They had noted the need to 
upskill mentors recruited on the basis of their suitability for a generic, pastoral mentoring 
programme.  Staffing constraints, a lack of time and a perceived lack of expertise in how to 
do this had meant that this observation had not been actioned, but this was now chosen as 
the agreed intervention.  To improve the quality of feedback, a request was made for the 
Writing Centre and the Write Now team to develop a training programme that would enable 
mentors to give peer feedback on academic writing for assessment. 

In consultation with the Education Studies course leaders, the University Writing Centre and 
the research team, it was decided to deliver a pilot training session to existing second-year 
mentors who were working with the four seminar groups involved in the research project.  
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The decision was taken that a full training programme could only commence in the next 
academic year with the recruitment of new mentors. 

The reasons for this approach were as follows: 

• It was recognised that mentors accessing a Write Now training scheme would need to 
be recruited in the same way as Writing Centre peer tutors, on the basis of both their 
pastoral and writing skills.   

• Potential mentors would need to be aware of and agree to undertake this additional 
training in supporting the development of academic writing.   

• A guiding principle of the practice of both the University Writing Centre and the Write 
Now research project is to encourage staff ownership of any intervention. Therefore, 
it was felt that developing the programme over the longer period of an academic year 
would allow for this essential collaboration.  

One workshop on the writing process was delivered in the second semester by the Writing 
Centre Co-ordinator and a Write Now learning and teaching fellow. Six of the eight mentors 
attended the session; two mentors were unable to participate due to prior commitments.  A 
member of the Write Now research team took feedback on this session. 

4.5.4 Reflection on the process of change 
On reflection it appears a significant finding that all the barriers identified by students and 
tutors during the research project related to the quality of formative feedback on writing for 
assessment, particularly at the pre- and in-task stage of the assignment cycle.  During this 
process of change there developed a shared perception, albeit to different degrees, that this 
was an area in which feedback quality needed to be improved.  Reflecting upon the process 
by which formative assessment can become embedded in the school curriculum, Black et al. 
(2003) observed at the conclusion of their own research that if students are to take 
responsibility for their learning they must be shown how to do this, teachers cannot make this 
happen “just by wishing” (p.84).   

In highlighting the need for ongoing guidance (for example, through access to exemplar 
materials and the opportunity to discuss drafts), students participating in the research project 
demonstrated a similar awareness, namely that the expectation of student autonomy alone is 
insufficient to make it a reality.  The hugely positive feedback (UT1) on the writing workshops 
in course evaluations, noted by the course leader for Performing Arts (Theatre Studies) 
further validates the finding that students want the provision of more formative feedback at 
the pre- and in-task stage of the assessment cycle during the first year at university.   This 
perception was a prevalent theme of all the focus groups; the need for more guidance being 
expressed by the majority of students participating in the research project across all three 
disciplines. In discussing the interventions to be made, tutors acknowledged the need to 
structure assessment activities far more than they had hitherto believed to be necessary.   

However, to bring about this change, tutors identified the urgent need for professional 
development to enable them to ‘front load’ their teaching practice to provide the pre- and in-
task guidance that students appeared to increasingly expect.  One new tutor, for example, 
readily acknowledged that while current tutor training courses developed a theoretical 
understanding of formative assessment, the writing workshops in Performing Arts (Theatre 
Studies) gave a practical insight into how students’ need for structured guidance might be 
met through the explicit articulation of the assignment task and criteria, in-class discussion of 
drafts and the use of exemplar material.  Reflecting upon their own research on the 
development of formative assessment in schools, Black et al. (2003) concluded that 
significant changes in classroom teaching were required, and this proved equally true in the 
higher education sector. 

However, there were also concerns as to the time-consuming nature of feedback on drafts, 
and a significant number of tutors described students’ expectations in this respect as 
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unrealistic, I think that it is their ideas that need to be changed (UT2), and that the answer to 
student dissatisfaction was the management of these expectations, should we give into this?  
I think we should make a stand on this one (UT3).   Exemplars were seen by some as 
problematic, given concerns regarding plagiarism and a need for originality in higher 
education.  In particular, there were frequent reservations that formative activities, such as 
drafts and exemplars, could constitute ‘spoon-feeding’ and a ‘dumbing down’ of independent 
learning (Haggis, 2006). However, the term ‘independent learning’ is problematic in itself 
(O’Doherty, 2006), both from the point of view of being ill-defined and its connotation of 
“going it alone” (Knight, 1996, p.35).  

Our conclusion is that such perceptions form a barrier to the embedding of what is perceived 
as quality feedback by students and also draws attention to the urgent need for a wider 
debate as to what is meant by the concept of independent learning in higher education today. 

Yet when students discussed quality feedback, they often did so in relation to being able to 
discuss drafts and the use of exemplar material.   In practice, therefore, preconceptions 
about independent learning appeared to make embedding such formative tasks in their 
teaching problematic for a majority of tutors across all three disciplines. For example, one 
tutor stated: 

… we have a policy of not accepting drafts in the department and I don’t like 
exemplars, they are supposed to be independent and if you use exemplars 
there is the danger they will become formulaic, they will copy, that is not what 
higher education is about, really they shouldn’t need exemplars at this stage, 
exemplars of what? They should be working that out for themselves. (UT3) 

This raises the question as to whose responsibility it is to develop such independent learning.  
Tutors varied in the degree to which they were willing to engage in this process, depending 
upon their personal expectations of student autonomy and their own time constraints. All 
tutors involved in this research project, however, were united in perceiving that they could not 
implement interventions to improve feedback quality without themselves receiving support 
and advice. Two interventions were led by a member of the Write Now CETL, while a third 
drew on the experience of developing the Write Now funded mentoring programme in the 
University’s Writing Centre and was led by the Writing Centre Co-ordinator.    

On reflection, a key finding of this experience of attempting to change feedback practice was 
that tutors cannot be expected to implement new strategies for formative assessment without 
account being taken of their need for professional development.  Therefore, in planning for 
tutors to lead the interventions in the second semester the research design was too 
ambitious; however, in demonstrating what could be done, an important first step towards 
that goal was taken.   

One surprising finding emerged from this aspect of the research: students generally proved 
reluctant or expressed themselves unable to engage in peer or self-assessment, despite the 
fact that approximately half to one-third of the students in each focus group had experience 
of peer assessment in further education.  Students expressed concerns about: issues of trust 
in unknown peers; the expectation of feedback from an ‘expert’ tutor; and a perceived lack of 
knowledge of ‘what they want’, leading to a lack of confidence in their ability to make such 
judgements.  

In response to these significant reservations, tutors who had tried to introduce peer and self-
assessment also requested support to develop these strategies in a more systematic way to 
deal with these perceived problems.  In this way, the research findings drew attention to the 
complexity of implementing strategies recommended as good practice.  Feedback from the 
piloting of the self-assessment tool and the mentor training validated the need for tutors to 
scaffold students’ understanding of self-assessment techniques and the need to prepare 
students for the process of peer feedback, as both students and peer mentors during the 
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interventions frequently expressed a lack of confidence in their ability to make such 
judgements.  

One criticism of the self-evaluation workshop was that this was too late, with yet another 
student observing that the opportunity to practice self-assessment would not have meant 
anything at the beginning of the academic year.  This dialogue points to an important finding 
in relation to the impact of any strategy to improve feedback, that the timing of such 
interventions is crucial.  Acknowledging this, the first-year course leader in Psychology has 
rescheduled the formative guidance so that it is ‘front loaded’ and has now put everything 
before the first essay, which is when they need it (UT4). 
Timing meant that the impact of some interventions upon students’ experience of feedback 
was more immediate than others. The workshops in academic writing (Performing Arts) took 
place during the second semester and received a positive response from both tutors and 
students, although one tutor noted that some students had a remedial perception of the 
workshops, a common occurrence when writing development is not embedded within the 
discipline (Lillis, 2006).  The embedding of some of the content of the workshop sessions in 
the curriculum delivered by subject tutors to all first-year undergraduates this year is 
designed to address this issue.  In Psychology, people are still discussing (UT4) the self-
assessment feedback sheet, and this is to be used by students this academic year; while in 
Education Studies, what the pilot intervention actually led on to is even more valuable (UT5), 
with the continuing development of a training programme for mentors in supporting academic 
writing. With course leaders observing that the project was a valuable way of initiating 
curriculum change (UT5) further research is required to evaluate the impact of embedding 
these interventions. 

One aspect of quality feedback was notably absent from our discussions with university 
tutors.  No one referred to examples of when their own teaching had been changed as a 
result of student feedback.  Indeed, for many tutors participation in the research project gave 
them a rare moment to: 

… step back from the pit face of actually doing it and actually look at what we were 
doing in terms of effectiveness. There was a critical friend element which was very 
useful for me anyway … (UT5)   

 
Lecturers agreed that the opportunity to discuss and reflect upon their own feedback practice 
was rare, with one course leader commenting: 
 

I think we got more out of it than you did – we saw the interviews as an opportunity – 
luxury that we would not have had time for otherwise everyone focused on the same 
thing ... I think they got a lot out of it. (UT4)  
  

Above all, it was the feeding back of students’ prior experiences of assessment practices in 
school or college settings that appeared to have most impact upon tutors.  The following 
quote is characteristic of a prevailing lack of knowledge of students’ prior assessment 
experience and a realisation that this should be part of professional development: 

… in my ignorance I had no idea of the situation at A-level/BTEC in terms of drafting 
particularly in written work … the scales fell away from my eyes because no wonder 
when students come in and we say “well we’ll look at an essay plan, and if you’re 
lucky we’ll look at a draft” and then that’s it … and if suddenly  that support 
mechanism – which I think is  questionable pedagogically – but is no longer there so 
I suddenly  perceived the whole process in a slightly more sympathetic light because 
I think first year – there’s a huge kind of shift – so that was very useful, that’s stayed 
with me. I think that is important for all first-year tutors to realise. I don’t think I was 
alone in my ignorance. (UT1)   
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Above all, therefore, it was the dialogic approach of the research project that proved to be 
the key intervention.  This enabled the research team not only to identify staff and student 
perceptions of feedback quality, but also to create a feedback loop in which they were 
shared, and this proved to be the crucial first step in any attempt to facilitate changes in 
feedback practice.  

For Black et al. (2003) changes in feedback practice in schools require “new modes of 
pedagogy” (p.10).  The conclusion of this reflection on this process of change is that 
formative assessment can only be fully realised through a revisioning of higher education 
pedagogy, through a more explicit articulation of what we mean by independent learning and 
an open debate about how this can be achieved in reality. For what emerges most clearly 
from this experience of attempting to change feedback practice is that tutors’ expectations of 
independent learning form a significant barrier to the effective implementation of formative 
assessment.   

5. Conclusions 
In the last three years, the National Student Surveys have highlighted students’ 
dissatisfaction with the quality of university tutors’ feedback. The results of our research have 
illuminated the fault line that exists between assessment practices at school and university, 
and the model derived from this evidence provides the basis for an explanation of the 
dissatisfaction, together with pointers for improvement. 

While much research has been conducted on experiences of students in schools and higher 
education, we have found little that investigates the impact of the former on the latter.  Our 
results have shown a clear contrast in student perceptions of those experiences and 
particular issues involving the step-change from a largely dependent culture at school to an 
assumed self-directed learning culture in higher education.  In this section we draw together 
the most important points from our results to provide a rationale for our recommendations. 

The results of a qualitative study are inevitably open to questions of general validity and the 
majority of our data concerning university students have been collected in one university.  
However, data from two other regionally dispersed universities also provided further support 
for our conclusions. In the school-based study, data from six schools and colleges also 
showed high levels of consistency.  Our iterative approach to research meant that the 
findings that emerged during the year were constantly compared within and across 
educational sectors. Consequently, we are confident in the robustness of our results within 
this context and that our conclusions represent a research finding in their own right. 

Given the scope of our study, with data collection from the real world, we believe that our 
conclusions are more credible for being grounded in an informed understanding of the 
assessment systems of both sectors.  Such an approach we believe enhances, rather than 
limits, the likelihood that students and staff beyond these institutions will be able to relate to 
our findings.  Therefore, we propose that the conclusions outlined below can serve as a very 
strong basis for further investigations. 

5.1 Reconceptualising feedback as a guidance process 
When we discussed the meaning of quality feedback with students and school teachers, they 
unanimously talked about continuous feedback as dialogue within a cyclical assessment 
process.  Feedback was never considered as a single event.  Our literature review also 
shows that the concept of quality feedback is gradually changing in the research community 
from that of an expert correcting a student’s errors, towards a student-centred process model 
(Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2006; Hounsell, 2006; Rust et al., 2003).  Reconceptualising 
feedback as a process (or system), rather than an event, is important since it highlights the 
time-dependent nature of particular feedback activities. It also corresponds to the 
progressive construction of meaning by students as they make progress through the 
process.  Principles of good practice (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004; Nicol and MacFarlane-Dick, 
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2006) are useful, but are not enough on their own: they also need to be systematically 
implemented at suitable point(s) in the cycle to be effective.  

We have modelled the experiences of school students using the Dialogic Feedback Cycle 
(Figure 2).  This model is derived from empirical data: at each stage in this model we have 
identified activities and artefacts that were reported by participants and consequently it is 
underpinned by a strong evidence base. This model builds on previous ones cited above by 
emphasising the iterative and formative discussion at three key stages of students working 
through an assessed coursework task.  The three stages also highlight important activities at 
each point, enabling the model to be used both for analysing current practice and for 
planning course design. While there are strong similarities between the DFC and the 
guidance and feedback cycle proposed by Hounsell (2006), we found little evidence of post-
submission supplementary support in schools and colleges, where the emphasis on 
guidance and support occurred much earlier in the cycle as in-task guidance from a 
consistent source: the expert teacher. 

Although school students perceive their feedback experience as a cycle of guidance, 
university practice is not aligned with this perception (see below).  In schools this cycle 
delivers improved grades, but not self-directed learning skills; however, we do not consider 
this to be an intrinsic shortcoming of the cycle, on the contrary, we suggest that the cycle can 
also be adapted to the higher education context as a means of scaffolding the development 
of self-directed learning (Knowles, 1975, p.18). 

5.2 Student perceptions of quality feedback 
This project aimed to analyse any changes in students’ perceptions of quality feedback 
throughout their first year of university experience. Implicit in this aim was the assumption 
that these perceptions would change.  In fact in our study, university students’ perceptions of 
quality feedback (norms) remained stable throughout this crucial first year and 
undergraduates across three institutions and within three different disciplines continued to 
emphasis the same quality attributes as school or college students. Thematic analysis of 
transcripts from focus groups held at significant milestones consistently demonstrates that 
first-year undergraduates continued to perceive quality feedback as important for 
improvement, articulated a strong desire to receive guidance prior to the submission of an 
assignment and repeatedly reported that they try to take notice of feedback.  Quality was 
defined as feedback that was timely, provided detailed explanatory comments and was 
supplemented with the opportunity for discussion, ideally one-to-one and face-to-face with 
tutors. A large majority of students expressed the desire that feedback should include a 
grade as a standard indicator and criterion-referenced comments to enable them to improve.  
In particular, students viewed the opportunity to discuss drafts and have access to exemplars 
as vital aspects of quality feedback. 

The stability of these perceptions and the close relationship to school practice indicates that 
students developed their perceptions of quality feedback at school where, as we have 
demonstrated, feedback is experienced as a guidance process within the Dialogic Feedback 
Cycle.  Thus, students arrive at university conditioned by the experience of high levels of 
interaction with teachers, and a system focused on delivering improvement in performance 
as measured by grades.  Given this prior experience, it is not surprising that feedback in 
higher education is found not to meet students’ expectations of quality.  Particular 
weaknesses articulated by students are identified in the first two stages of the Dialogic 
Feedback Cycle: students perceived that they receive little preparatory guidance (“what they 
are looking for”), with few if any opportunities for formative feedback in the form of discussion 
of written comments made by a tutor. Further reported issues identified at Stage 3 related to: 
consistency of marking by teams of tutors; timeliness of feedback; and, on occasion, a lack 
of detail in written feedback. 

However, undergraduates frequently referred to the school experience as spoon-feeding, 
with tutors also highlighting students’ lack of independent learning skills. Thus, while quality 
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feedback continued to be defined with regard to prior experience of a process of formative 
guidance, there was increasing awareness that the way in which this process was 
implemented in schools did little to prepare prospective entrants for the realities of 
assessment in higher education. 

This ‘assessment gap’ contributes to the culture shock of arriving at university.  Despite the 
fact that the crucial importance of feedback in learning was widely acknowledged by 
university tutors, the students we surveyed did not believe that feedback in the first year 
adequately supports them through the unfamiliar assessment practices at university, 
particularly as they felt they lacked the skills for independent learning.  As a result, some 
strongly negative feelings were expressed by a small minority of students as the year 
progressed.  Interestingly, whereas the National Student Surveys indicate final-year students’ 
dissatisfaction regarding the quality of feedback, our findings established that this perception 
is already prevalent within the first three months of university experience, and we have 
provided evidence that this mismatch is rooted in students’ preconceptions of feedback as a 
guidance process. 

5.3 Inconsistencies in tutor perceptions of feedback practices  
All teachers, university tutors (and students) alike emphasised the purpose of feedback for 
student improvement and learning.  However, our interpretation of the interview data is that 
most tutors perceive feedback primarily as a post-summative assignment event rather than 
as a process of discussion starting with the assignment brief and criteria. The focus on 
explicit criteria was much more evident in schools/colleges, with some university tutors 
admitting to using tacit marking criteria.  A striking feature of the practice reported at 
university was the inconsistency of feedback methods and formative assessment practices.  
There was little consistency within the departments we surveyed regarding preparatory 
guidance, peer assessment, drafts, and verbal and written practices.  Given the size of our 
sample it was not possible to glean any reliable evidence of differences in perceptions of 
quality feedback between disciplines, though Performing Arts tutors appeared to give more 
emphasis to verbal feedback than the other subjects surveyed. Tutors also reported 
receiving no training about how to provide quality feedback in the context of traditional 
university tuition, even though a number had completed accredited PGCTLHE courses. 

Tutors we interviewed reported giving extensive and detailed written feedback on 
assignments and recognised the importance of motivational comments, although very few of 
the students who took part in the focus groups stated that this is what they received. 
Consequently, there is a significant mismatch between students’ and tutors’ perceptions of 
the feedback experience.  

5.4 Barriers to quality feedback at university 
We see this mismatch of perceptions as one of the main barriers to achieving quality 
feedback at university.  Students are expecting detailed guidance, while tutors frequently 
cited the importance of independent learning.  The approach used in schools and colleges is 
focused on delivering high grades at A-level.  This is partly driven by school league tables, 
but the universities are also complicit: grades are used to determine access to higher 
education.  It is difficult to see how the current high dependency school system can deliver 
independent learning, and given the demands to achieve high grades, teachers have stated 
that it is unlikely that schools and colleges will change in the near future.  We therefore 
conclude that it is the responsibility of the universities to adapt their feedback practice in the 
first year to address this issue and ease the transition by taking more consideration of 
students’ prior experience.  In our view, a prime aim of the first-year university curriculum 
should be explicitly to teach students how to become self-directed learners, simply providing 
the opportunity is not enough. 

We suggest that the DFC can have a significant role here: firstly, as a diagnostic tool to 
analyse current assessment feedback practice, which can highlight where students may be 
experiencing particular difficulties; and secondly, as a framework in which to position new 
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activities. The specific activities within each stage of the cycle would be those identified by a 
course team for their particular context. Adapting the DFC in this way could be particularly 
beneficial since the process is familiar to students and will also enhance student confidence 
in their learning.  

A further barrier to quality feedback is the reduction in the unit of resource with the expansion 
of higher education. This has led to a reduction, and possible removal of formative 
assessment from courses and reduced timeliness, quality and quantity of feedback (Gibbs 
and Simpson, 2004): 

… it’s becoming unrealistic … by the time you  ... even made a few formative 
comments you’re still taking 10 to 15 minutes, it just isn’t possible. (US1Staff1nP)  

The feedback activities valued highly by students are those related to formative assessment, 
in particular drafts and exemplars.  Tutors may lavish hours of written feedback comments, 
but these are mainly on summative assessment, at Stage 3 of the DFC.  Tutors also 
comment that students often do not even pick up such assignments and do not attend to 
comments.  This contradicts the students’ own assertion that they value and take notice of 
feedback.  However, the two statements are not necessarily mutually exclusive – students 
may see relevant comments as those they can use to improve immediate performance, in 
other words, formative draft feedback.  Our evidence suggests comments are ignored where 
they are perceived as irrelevant or too late which is usually when it occurs on the summative 
component of an assignment.  

One approach that could mitigate resource issues is the use of peer and self-assessment, 
and perhaps the most important benefit of this approach is that stated by Boud and Falchikov 
(2007), who argue that developing these abilities is one of the keys to self-directed learning 
and sustainable assessment.  A naive analysis could therefore see peer assessment as the 
silver bullet that addresses the weakness of self-directed learning, while accommodating the 
decrease in unit of resource. However, our results showed peer assessment was not popular 
among first-year students: issues of trust, perceived expertise and competence were major 
concerns.  Thus, a further major challenge is the design of curricula to teach students how to 
perform peer (and self-) assessment effectively. 

5.5 Facilitating change 
Attempting to change assessment practice is not easy (Wiliam, 2006) and can have profound 
implications. Reflecting upon their research into how formative interventions might be 
effectively embedded in schools, Black et al. (2003) conclude that this requires nothing less 
than a change in classroom practice and “new modes of pedagogy” (p.10).  Our own attempt 
to experiment with this model of change in higher education has lead to similar conclusions.   

It was significant that the interventions agreed by students and tutors related to the provision 
of formative feedback on writing for assessment, particularly at the pre- and in-task stages of 
the assignment cycle. We conclude from this that through dialogue there developed a shared 
perception, albeit to different degrees, that this is the area in which feedback quality needed 
to be improved.  Reflecting upon the process by which formative assessment can become 
embedded in the school curriculum, Black et al. (2003) observed at the conclusion of their 
own research that if students are to take responsibility for their learning they must be shown 
how to do this, teachers cannot just make this happen “just by wishing” (p.84).  In highlighting 
the need for ongoing guidance, for example through access to exemplar materials and the 
opportunity to discuss drafts, students participating in this action research demonstrated a 
similar awareness, namely that the expectation of student autonomy alone is insufficient to 
make it a reality. In discussing the three interventions to be made, tutors acknowledged a 
need to structure assessment activities far more than they had hitherto believed necessary. 

Tutors expressed the urgent need for professional development to enable them to ‘front load’ 
their teaching practice to provide the pre- and in-task guidance that students increasingly 
expect and to develop strategies for scaffolding self-directed learning through peer and self-
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assessment.  There were also concerns as to the time-consuming nature of feedback on 
drafts and requests for help to resolve this. Exemplars were seen by some as problematic, 
given concerns regarding plagiarism and the need for originality in higher education.  In 
particular, there were frequent reservations that formative activities, such as drafts and 
exemplars, could constitute ‘spoon-feeding’ or what has been called a ‘dumbing down’ of 
independent learning (Haggis, 2006), and this drew attention to the problematic nature of this 
ill-defined term (O’Doherty, 2006). Our conclusion is that such preconceptions form a barrier 
to the embedding of what is perceived as quality feedback by students.  

At the heart of the problematic nature of achieving quality feedback in practice is a mismatch 
in staff and student perceptions as to how competing needs for independence and guidance 
should be negotiated; therefore, a wider debate is urgently required as to the meaning of 
these concepts in higher education today.  Students perceive that quality feedback not only 
improves learning, it enables their learning about learning in higher education and drives 
their academic orientation during the first year.  If students receive this kind of feedback, they 
will eventually be “able to judge the quality of what they are producing and are able to 
regulate what they are doing in the doing of it” (Sadler, 1989, p.121), and the key criterion of 
quality feedback will be met. In the final analysis, it is the quality of students’ own feedback to 
themselves on their own work in progress that matters. Therefore, greater attention needs to 
be paid to how this sustainable skill of self-evaluation can be developed. 

One surprising finding emerged from this aspect of the research: students generally proved 
reluctant or expressed themselves unable to engage in peer or self-assessment; despite the 
fact that peer assessment at least seemed a relatively common experience in further 
education.  Issues of trust in unknown peers, the expectation of feedback from an expert 
tutor, a perceived lack of knowledge of what they want leading to a lack of confidence in their 
ability to make such judgements all played a part. Again, we conclude that there is an urgent 
need for a structured introduction to these activities with the explicit development of peer and 
self-assessment skills. 

These are strategies that are recommended as good practice; only by dialogue with students 
did we learn of their reservations and possible limitations, and this in turn led to an attempt to 
implement them more effectively.  In the final analysis, therefore, we conclude that it was the 
dialogic approach that proved to be the key intervention.  This enabled the research team not 
only to identify staff and student perceptions of feedback quality, but also to create a 
feedback loop in which they were shared, and this proved to be the crucial first step in any 
attempt to facilitate changes in feedback practice.  

6. Recommendations 
In the light of our findings a number of issues identified during our review of current 
assessment practice can now be usefully reframed.  For example, the literature review 
highlights the problem of student engagement with feedback, yet our research revealed few 
activities within university courses that are designed to involve students actively in these 
aspects of assessment, and the problem is further aggravated by the mismatch in 
assessment culture between school and higher education. The former is based on high 
levels of formative assessment and dialogue; the latter is primarily based on summative 
assessment, written feedback and an assumption that students possess self-directed 
learning skills. It is this mismatch in perceptions that constitutes a significant barrier to 
improving the quality of feedback. 

At the outset of this report we drew attention to the fact that the title and therefore the focus 
of our study acknowledged the context of widening participation that now frames the 
assessment practices of all higher education institutions. Our study has clearly shown that for 
tutors, a rapid expansion and diversification of higher education at the same time as a 
significant reduction of the unit of resource (Gibbs, 2006) has simply exacerbated the 
challenges of meeting student expectations of quality feedback.  However, as one teacher in 
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our study observed, universities need to adapt to the situation created by mass higher 
education or retreat back to an elite system. From this perspective, the use of the Dialogic 
Feedback Cycle appears to be not so much part of the problem, but a possible solution. 

Our recommendations for improving the quality of feedback to students in first-year university 
classes are primarily to redesign curricula explicitly to build in formative activities and refocus 
effort on the first two stages of the Dialogic Feedback Cycle (DFC), saving time by reducing 
summative assessment feedback at Stage 3 (post submission).  In particular we suggest that 
courses should: 

6.1 Explicitly teach self-directed learning skills  
The need to develop independent learning skills has been acknowledged by students and 
highlighted by teachers and university tutors. However, the term ‘independent learning’ is 
problematic in itself (O’Doherty, 2006), both from the point of view of being ill-defined and its 
connotation of “going it alone” (Knight, 1996, p.35). We much prefer the term ‘self-directed 
learning’ since it implies active engagement and initiative by the learner without the isolation 
of independence.  However, whichever term is used, the first requirement is for university 
tutors to articulate clearly what they expect of students. Once this is clear, first-year curricula 
require redesign to actively teach these skills.  

Since students arrive at university without these skills, and they cannot be expected to 
absorb them by osmosis, skill development needs scaffolding to enable the transition of 
students from the familiar, high levels of interaction they experienced at school, towards the 
self-directed behaviour desired by university.  

6.2 Refocus effort on Stages 1 and 2 of the Dialogic feedback cycle 
• Stage 1: Integrate students more effectively into an agreed academic 

community of practice through ‘front loading’ feedback as preparatory 
guidance 

 Once again this requires redesign of aspects of the course, to build in time for 
workshops that engage students with assessment criteria and discussion of 
exemplars (Rust, 2003)   Although Rust reported that self-assessment skills had not 
improved when students attended a single workshop, we would advocate the 
repeated application of the method throughout the year to reinforce the application of 
learning.  

• Stage 2: Encourage staff/student engagement with formative feedback to 
maximise ‘feedforward’: viewing feedback as a single event does not enhance 
the student experience 

 Our research shows clear evidence that students will act on feedback on drafts at 
Stage 2 of the DFC, and attempt to ‘close the gap’ (Sadler, 1989).  However, the 
issue of drafts is contentious, since it is highly time consuming for the tutor to mark. 
The ‘obvious’ answer seems to be peer assessment, although this needs careful 
introduction to overcome student opposition and potential issues of plagiarism and 
gaming behaviour identified earlier in the report.  

6.3 Professional development for university tutors: sharing good practice 
A further recommendation arises from the huge variation in formative assessment and 
feedback practice that we discovered among university tutors.  While a number of tutors had 
completed PGCTLHE courses, only two identified specific guidance or training to give 
feedback, and that was from experience with the Open University.  We strongly recommend 
that universities identify good practice in their local contexts and disseminate through CPD. 
In our opinion such staff development should incorporate the points identified in 6.1 and 6.2, 
in particular to enable tutors to: 

• understand the prior assessment feedback experience of school students (the DFC) 
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• design courses to scaffold the development of self-directed learning skills 

• incorporate formative feedback as in-task guidance, such as tutor/peer assessment of 
drafts 

• incorporate activities to engage students with assessment criteria, such as use of 
exemplars. 

The DFC could have a useful role to play in such CPD, both as a diagnostic tool for 
analysing current practice and as a framework in which to place context-specific feedback 
activities. 

6.4 Further research 
This research has identified a number of features of school and university assessment 
processes that help to explain the continuing dissatisfaction with feedback practice recorded 
in the NSS.  The level of detail provided by the qualitative analysis has led to a model of the 
feedback process that could have considerable impact in the improvement of university 
feedback practice.  While the methods used in the study are robust, we acknowledge that its 
range is limited as regards the type of university and the number of disciplines included in the 
project. Given the importance of the feedback issue, further research is needed to ascertain 
whether the conclusions can be extrapolated to other settings and disciplines.   

This study has also highlighted the need for further research to establish effective and 
efficient means of assisting students to manage the transition from high dependency 
assessment culture of schools and colleges to the self-directed learning community within 
universities. In view of this we propose the need to: 

• develop an assessment curriculum, based upon differentiated iterations of the 
Dialogic Feedback Cycle. Using a constructivist perspective the starting point will be 
students’ prior experience of assessment in further education 

• establish an evidence base for formative activities that scaffold increasing self-
direction in learning by developing a student’s ability to self-assess. Of particular 
interest is peer assessment, which appears to have significant potential (Nicol and 
Macfarlane-Dick, 2006).  However, students in our study expressed considerable 
reservations about a strategy often proposed as good practice. Therefore, we 
consider that it is important to explore this approach in more detail and establish how 
it can be effectively put into practice to achieve these aims 

The National Student Surveys (2005 to 2007) have consistently demonstrated that the quality 
of feedback is perceived to be the least satisfactory aspect of higher education today. Our 
study provides a cross-sector, evidence-based explanation of these results and from this 
informed perspective we recommend suggestions for improvement. Improving the quality of 
feedback by ensuring that it provides guidance and scaffolds independent learning has the 
potential to transform both the student experience of transition to higher education and 
students’ approach to learning within it, providing sustainable benefits beyond graduation. 
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire 
 
Feedback questionnaire  
Thank you for taking part in the Write Now research project investigating assessment feedback to students.  We 
will use the data collected to improve the learning experience for students at participating universities. 
Please take time to complete the questionnaire as openly and honestly as possible by ticking the boxes most 
appropriate to you. INSERT A SYMBOL OF YOUR CHOICE into the appropriate box for your response 
 

Your experience of feedback before university Strongly     
Agree Agree Neither Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
In education previously, feedback was provided quickly enough to 
be useful. 

 
 

    

I usually paid close attention to feedback.      

Feedback often clearly related to the assessment criteria.      

The feedback I was given did not help me reach my desired level of 
performance.      

The feedback I was given for one assignment was largely irrelevant 
to subsequent assignments.      

If I didn’t understand feedback, I tried to get help from my teacher.      

When I received feedback, I used it in preparing my next 
assignment.      

I found that taking notice of feedback improved my learning.      

In my experience, feedback was frequently encouraging.      

In my experience, I often received feedback from teachers on drafts.      

I often received feedback in enough detail.      

I understood the assessment criteria for my assignments.      

Draft assignments that were only partially marked were of little 
benefit.       

It was often not clear from feedback what counted as good 
performance.      

Your views about feedback at university      

Feedback should be provided on all assessed assignments.      

I expect I will understand the feedback I receive from my tutors.      

Feedback should be provided on examinations.      

I would find it useful if other students commented on my drafts.      

I expect feedback to be provided quickly enough to be useful.      

I would be happy to receive feedback by a checklist with no further 
comments.      

Feedback should tell me how to improve.      

I would be happy to receive only written feedback.      

I think that the most important part of feedback is the grade.                          

Feedback on assignments should be provided within 2 weeks.      

I would be happy with a grade and no other feedback.      

I would be happy to receive only oral feedback.      
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What do you think is most important about feedback? 
Please complete the following table. Start by listing what you perceive to be the five most important 
characteristics of ‘Ideal’ feedback. Then, list five characteristics for feedback which you perceive to be ‘not 
ideal’.  

Note:  For each characteristic that you put in the “ideal” column, put its opposite in the “not ideal” 
column.  

These descriptions can be words or short phrases.  Please note that they do not have to be literal 
opposites e.g. ‘is encouraging’ versus ‘is not encouraging’, but should be what you consider to be opposites 
(e.g. ‘is encouraging’ versus ‘demotivating’. Please rank your ‘Ideal’ characteristics in order of importance to 
you, using numbers 1-5 (1 = Most important, 5 = Least important).   

Rank ‘Ideal’ Feedback on an 
assignment is….. 

‘Not Ideal’ Feedback on an 
assignment is... 

   

   

   

   

   

Finally, here are some statements about assessment feedback. Please rank them in order of 
importance to you (1 = most important, 6 = Least Important). 

Rank Statement 

 Students should get feedback that focuses upon what is wrong and what they can do about 
it, rather than on marks or the students themselves.  

 Students should get enough feedback, in which the comments give enough detail. 

 Students should do something different to improve their work or learning as a result of the 
feedback given. 

 Tutors should give students feedback that they are able to understand. 

 Feedback should be based upon the purpose of the assignment and how it has been 
marked [assessment criteria]. 

 Feedback should be given in time to be useful (i.e. before the next assessed assignment). 
 School College University Other (specify) 
Where was your last formal 
education prior to this course?    

What year was this?  
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