
The feedback challenge  
•  Feedback is the single most powerful influence on student learning that exists 

in lecturers’ control. 
•  While students call for high standards in feedback, some tutors sense that 

students fail to engage with it (Glover & Brown, 2006; Scott, 2014). 
•  Students don’t engage with their feedback because it may be simply unhelpful, 

too limited, unreadable, too general or steeped in language that is 
impenetrable (Higgins et al., 2002), or it may be unusable in the context of new 
assessment tasks (Vardi, 2013). 

•  Our ability to maximise the benefits of feedback remains a persistent challenge 
(Beaumont et al., 2011; Price et al., 2010).  

•  Initiatives in response to student discontent can simply “provide more of the same 
type of feedback [and can] lead to greater dissatisfaction” (Price et al., 2011, p. 
482) as well as tutor exasperation. 

•  Despite a sense that technology might help, research to understand how tutors 
engage with this technology is limited and lacking criticality.  

•  Amongst a great deal of research on feedback the voice of lecturers is not well 
represented (Evans, 2013). 

 
This research 
•  This study set our to understand more about how lecturers make choices about 

feedback, particularly in relation to technology.    
•  Research was undertaken as part of a doctoral programme at the University of 

Liverpool  
•  A critical realist framework was developed and sixteen in depth case studies 

across five universities were created.  
•  Theoretical models to understand lecturers’ relationships with feedback and 

technology were built by drawing upon existing work by Margaret Archer and also 
Tang and Harrison (2011).  

Findings 1: Different ‘feedback’ beliefs amongst lecturers shaped how feedback 
was created and perceived (these belief sets build upon theory by Tang & 
Harrison, 2011)  

The extent to which tutors believe students use feedback varied; in turn this shaped 
the amount and type of feedback provided.  

Tutors appear to have pre-disposition to feedback on high-level ideas OR structural  
detail and prose. Where tutors believed feedback does make a difference to students, 
tutors are much more likely to deliberate which type of feedback is better, rather than 
operating with a fixed type of feedback.   
Some tutors have limited confidence in officialised formal feedback by comparison to 
on-going forms of feedback; these tutors are less likely to deliver ‘quality’ formal 
feedback but may be doing other types of feedback that are highly effective.  

Irrespective of beliefs about student use of feedback, a strong sense of professional 
responsibility often imported from previous industrial experience and workplace 
expectations, led to priority being given to feedback quality.  

Category 
descriptor 

Confidence 
to use 
tools and 
experiment  

Frequency of 
tools use 

Connection of 
technology to 
identity  

Leadership in 
technology 
use (affect on 
others) 

Super 
champion 

High High High High 

Technophile  High High High Medium 

Moderate but 
native user 

Medium High Medium Medium 

‘Have a go-

ers’  

Medium Medium  High Low  

Only when it 
really matters  

Low Low Low  Low  

 

Findings 3: Different technology 
beliefs and behaviors were 
located for feedback tools 	  

Findings 4: In considering 
feedback and technology use, 
enhancement and efficiencies are 
inseparably linked in lecturers 
considerations.  
 
Practice that seeks to address 
either time savings or quality 
improvements, without realistic 
regard for the impact on the other 
variable, is not likely to achieve the 
expected gains. 	  

Findings 6: The factors affecting feedback practice are part of a multilayered ecosystem. 

Findings 5: Factions! Beliefs about 
both feedback and use of technology 
is a ‘them’ and ‘us’ activity.  

An investigation in to lecturers’ perspectives on giving student feedback using technology  

This challenges the view that ‘poor’ 
tutor choices about feedback are 
routed in apathy and indifference.   

If we want to improve feedback, we 
have to look at underpinning beliefs 
that govern practice.  

Enhancement  Time spent 

Those who 
sought to 
enhance 

feedback quality, 
with little extra 

time found tools 
to meet their 

aims.  

Those who 
sought 

efficiencies as 
the major goal of 
using technology  

were often 
disappointed by 
the results as 
their was a 

quality trade off. 

Findings 8: A partial summary of benefits and challenges of three tools for feedback  

‘Their’ use of technology can alienate those of ‘us’ 
not involved  

‘Their’ use of technology is not sustainable and puts 
pressure on ‘us’ to do the same, when we have a 
different balance of work which emphasises 
research and knowledge creation. 

‘Their’ conception that ‘we’ give poor feedback 
because it’s not digital is flawed; digital is not 
synonymous with good quality.  

‘Their’ attitude frustrates us; we provide good 
feedback and put lots of effort in and they don’t work 
as hard – it’s unfair! We’re all paid the same.  

Findings 7: Using technology in feedback 
can lead to existing beliefs about 
assessment being re examined.  
 
Simply ‘seeing’ the students work through a different 
means e.g. on screen or where you hear your own audio 
commentary, leads to ‘break through’ moments. A change 
often occurs within lecturers when they move to 
technology based feedback approaches, particularly it 
was thought that lectures look more closely at their 
practice. By example:  

Some conclusions and recommendations for fostering positive feedback cultures and effective use of technology 
for feedback:  
1.  Feedback approaches are the result of multi-layered and complex experiences and different academic identities.  
2.  The common denominator of positive feedback practice is a belief that feedback does make a difference to students.  
3.  Physical location matters! Location on campus provides the main channel through which good practice is disseminated.  Social 

interactions are key to changing values; values underpin feedback practice and the use of technology. Spaces for academic staff 
should be managed to ensure informal opportunities for exchange are maximised. 

4.  Given the influence of colleagues on an individual’s feedback practice, new staff mentors should be selected to ensure supportive 
practices are passed between colleagues as academic identities are formed. Feedback practice should be explicitly discussed in this 
relationship.   

5.  So that expectations of technology are realistic, consider the impact of different technologies on both enhancement gains/losses 
and efficiency gains/losses. 

6.  Quality assurance ambiguity creates a vacuum which is either creatively filled or, more often, causes innovative practices to be 
limited. Clarity on permissible practices will create confidence in the use of technology for feedback.  

 
Further research priority emerging: A dedicated study to reveal the social patterns that support and sustain feedback and technology practices 
 

Poster	  created	  by	  Lydia	  Arnold	  	  

On using a rubric for the first time, 
Professor Jones realized that his 
marks had previously been 
allocated by intuition. He decided, 
there and then, never to use 
telepathy as the method to advise 
students on what to do in their 
assessment.   

Findings 2: Within individual attitudes to feedback different influences are 
at work; in turn these are shaped by factors within the university 
environment  

Prior	  
industry	  

experience	  

Experience	  
of	  family	  
members	  	  

Career	  stage	  

Own	  
assessment	  
experience	  	  
as	  a	  student	  	  

Passion	  for	  
teaching	  

Feedback	  
views	  	  

These	  iniAal	  views	  are	  then	  shaped	  by	  external	  factors	  (see	  finding	  6)	  

With so many 
factors working 
together initiatives 
to improve 
feedback need to 
be deep routed, 
long-term and wide 
reaching.  

In this model the three 
most powerful influences 
on feedback practice were 
personal beliefs about the 
value and role of 
feedback; the practice of 
close colleagues; and 
quality assurance. 


