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The	expansion	of	distance	education	programmes	 in	 the	 international	and	Greek	academic	
context	has	led	to	a	shift	in	focus	from	teaching	to	learning,	which	postulates	new	roles	for	
tutors.	 Based	 on	 the	 premise	 that	 tutor	 feedback	 is	 more	 than	 just	 the	 assessment	 of	 a	
written	assignment,	the	present	article	explores	the	impact	of	feedback	provided	by	tutors	on	
the	learning	process	of	distance	post-graduate	students	attending	the	Master's	in	education	
(M.Ed.)	 in	 The	 Teaching	 of	 English	 as	 a	 Foreign/International	 Language	 offered	 by	 the	
Hellenic	Open	University	(HOU).	The	research	involves	data	collected	through	a	questionnaire	
as	well	as	samples	of	tutor	feedback	given	to	HOU	students	of	the	specific	M.Ed.	programme.	
The	findings	of	the	study	suggest	that,	although	students	are	pleased	with	tutor	feedback	to	
some	 extent,	 some	 aspects	 of	 feedback	 are	 in	 need	 of	 improvement.	 These	 findings	 could	
subsequently	 contribute	 to	 ameliorating	 the	 feedback	 provision	 scheme	 currently	 used	 by	
HOU	tutors	by	adapting	it	to	students’	learning	needs.		
	

�	
	
Η	 επέκταση	 των	 προγραμμάτων	 εξ	 αποστάσεως	 εκπαίδευσης	 στο	 διεθνές	 και	 ελληνικό	
ακαδημαϊκό	 πλαίσιο	 έχει	 οδηγήσει	 σε	 μετατόπιση	 της	 εστίασης	 από	 τη	 διδασκαλία	 στη	
μάθηση,	 η	 οποία	 προϋποθέτει	 νέους	 ρόλους	 για	 τους	 διδάσκοντες.	 Με	 βάση	 την	
προϋπόθεση	 ότι	 η	 ανατροφοδότηση	 του	 διδάσκοντα	 είναι	 κάτι	 περισσότερο	 από	 την	
αξιολόγηση	 μιας	 γραπτής	 εργασίας,	 η	 παρούσα	 εργασία	 εξετάζει	 την	 επίδραση	 της	
ανατροφοδότησης	που	παρέχεται	από	τους	διδάσκοντες	στη	διαδικασία	 της	μάθησης	 των	
εξ	 αποστάσεως	 μεταπτυχιακών	 φοιτητών	 που	 παρακολουθούν	 το	 Μεταπτυχιακό	
Πρόγραμμα	 στη	 Διδασκαλία	 της	 Αγγλικής	 ως	 Ξένης/Διεθνούς	 Γλώσσας	 που	 προσφέρεται	
από	 το	 Ελληνικό	 Ανοικτό	 Πανεπιστήμιο	 (ΕΑΠ).	 Η	 έρευνα	 περιλαμβάνει	 δεδομένα	 που	
συλλέχθηκαν	μέσω	ερωτηματολογίου,	καθώς	και	δείγματα	ανατροφοδότησης	διδασκόντων	
σε	φοιτητές	του	συγκεκριμένου	προγράμματος.	Τα	ευρήματα	της	έρευνας	δείχνουν	ότι,	αν	
και	 οι	 φοιτητές	 είναι	 ικανοποιημένοι	 με	 την	 ανατροφοδότηση	 του	 διδάσκοντα	 σε	 αρκετά	
μεγάλο	 βαθμό,	 ορισμένες	 πτυχές	 της	 ανατροφοδότησης	 χρειάζονται	 βελτίωση.	 Τα	
ευρήματα	 θα	 μπορούσαν	 να	 συμβάλουν	 στη	 βελτίωση	 της	 παροχής	 σχολίων	
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ανατροφοδότησης	 από	 τους	 διδάσκοντες	 του	 ΕΑΠ,	 με	 την	 προσαρμογή	 τους	 στις	
μαθησιακές	ανάγκες	των	φοιτητών.	
	
Key	words:	distance	education,	written	assignments,	tutor	feedback,	formative	feedback,	
learning	process	
	
	
	
	
1.		Introduction	
	
Distance	 education	 (DE)	 has	 been	 defined	 as	 “a	 planned	 and	 systematic	 activity	 that	
comprises	the	choice,	didactic	preparation	and	presentation	of	teaching	materials	as	well	as	
the	supervision	and	support	of	student	learning,	which	is	achieved	by	bridging	the	physical	
distance	 between	 student	 and	 teacher	 by	 means	 of	 at	 least	 one	 appropriate	 technical	
medium”	(Delling,	1985,	 in	Keegan,	1996,	p.	57).	An	alternative	to	conventional	education,	
DE	dates	back	to	the	19th	century,	when	the	physical	distance	that	separated	teachers	from	
their	 students	 was	 compensated	 for	 through	 the	 use	 of	 mail,	 hence	 the	 term	
‘correspondence	studies’.		
	
In	today’s	fast-paced	world,	DE	remains	highly	popular	mainly	due	to	the	rapid	advances	of	
technology	 as	 well	 as	 for	 various	 socio-economic	 reasons.	 Letters	 may	 have	 long	 been	
substituted	for	by	electronic	means	of	communication;	nonetheless	the	interaction	between	
tutors	and	learners	remains	one	of	the	pillars	of	learner	support	in	DE,	especially	because	of	
the	valuable	feedback	tutors	provide.	
	
So	far,	research	in	the	field	has	explored	the	provision	of	feedback	on	a	global	scale,	yet	in	
Greece	 DE	 is	 a	 rather	 recent	 concept,	 with	 the	 Hellenic	 Open	 University	 (HOU)	 being	 a	
pioneer	 in	 the	 field.	 The	 aim	 of	 the	 study	 presented	 here	 is	 to	 investigate	HOU	 students’	
views	 on	 tutor	 feedback	 regarding	 their	 written	 assignments,	 and	 evaluate	 the	 feedback	
provided	 in	 terms	 of	 its	 effect	 on	 the	 students’	 learning	 process.	 To	 that	 end,	 the	 study	
explores	students’	expectations	as	regards	the	feedback	they	receive,	the	type	of	feedback	
provided	and	its	contribution	to	students’	performance	and	autonomy.	The	data	collected	by	
a	 5-point	 Likert	 scale	 questionnaire	 is	 subsequently	 juxtaposed	 to	 samples	 of	 tutors’	
qualitative	comments.	
	
	
2.		Feedback	in	DE	
	
2.1.		Introductory	
	
Feedback	 becomes	 imperative	 in	 DE	 (Αναστασιάδης	 &	 Καρβούνης,	 2010),	 where	 physical	
presence	is	practically	non-existent.	Deep	and	meaningful	learning	has	after	all	been	said	to	
occur	through	the	interaction	among	students,	teachers	and	the	learning	material	(Anderson	
&	 Garrison,	 1998;	 Bernard	 et	 al.,	 2014).	 Tutor	 feedback	 plays	 a	 vital	 role	 in	 the	 student-
teacher	interaction	(Hounsell,	2003;	Ζήκου	&	Σπανακά,	2013;	Σιούλης	&	Γαρδικιώτης,	2013),	
and	the	comments	made	may	lead	to	further	interaction	of	students	with	their	material.	The	
modes	of	interaction	in	distance	education	and	the	place	of	feedback	can	be	seen	in	Figure	1	
below:	
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Figure	1.	Modes	of	interaction	in	distance	education	(adapted	from	Aderson	&	Garrison,	
1998	&	Bernard	et	al.,	2014).1	

	
	
Wiggins	(2010,	para.	5)	defines	feedback	in	an	interesting	way,	as	“actionable	information,	…	
empower(ing)	 the	student	to	make	 intelligent	adjustments	when	she	applies	 it	 to	her	next	
attempt	to	perform”,	clearly	stressing	the	fact	that	feedback	should,	above	all,	be	effective	
for	learners.	Especially	in	the	realm	of	DE,	feedback	takes	on	a	more	powerful	status.	Lentell	
(2003)	 argues	 that	 it	 initiates	 a	 dialogue	 between	 tutors	 and	 learners;	 a	 dialogue	 which	
constitutes	a	new	form	of	learner-centred	teaching,	as	supported	elsewhere	in	the	literature	
(cf.	Jara	&	Mellar,	2010;	Yang	&	Carless,	2013).	What	is	more,	recent	research	highlights	the	
importance	 of	 “instructor-active	 participation	 through	 scaffolding	 and	 timely	 (formative)	
feedback”	(Joksimović	et	al.,	2015,	p.	114).	
	
2.2.		Types	and	styles	of	formative	feedback	in	DE	
	
In	one	of	the	first	attempts	to	map	feedback	in	distance	learning,	Howard	(1987)	states	that	
there	 are	 four	 important	 criteria	 in	 designing	 feedback,	 namely	 feedback	 content,	 the	
degree	of	individualization,	the	timing,	and	the	feedback	format	used	(p.33).		
	
The	 content	 of	 the	 feedback	 provided	 in	DE	was	 initially	 limited	 to	 corrective	 statements,	
following	 the	 accuracy-based	model	 of	 writing,	 which	was	 popular	 at	 the	 time.	 Teachers’	
comments	 focused	on	 the	accuracy	of	 students’	work,	 providing	 comments	 classifying	 the	
students’	answers	as	‘correct’	or	‘adequate’,	taking	into	account	how	the	students	exhibited	
both	 declarative	 (i.e.	 what	 to	 write	 about)	 and	 procedural	 knowledge	 (i.e.	 how	 to	 write	
about	 it)	 2 .	 These	 comments,	 albeit	 vital	 for	 students’	 understanding	 of	 improvement	
(Wilkinson,	 2003),	 significantly	 restrict	 the	 potential	 of	 feedback.	 However,	 feedback	
ideology	 has	 changed,	 as	 a	 shift	 in	 the	writing	 paradigm	 has	 taken	 place.	 In	more	 recent	
models	 of	 teaching,	where	 there	has	been	 a	 shift	 to	 learner-centredness,	 various	 scholars	
have	 emphasized	 the	 need	 for	 cognitive	 and	 developmental	 feedback	 (O’Rourke,	 2003;	
Wion,	2008).	 This	needs	 to	be	detailed,	 including	 constructive	 comments	on	 the	 students’	
writing,	 not	 just	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 what	 is	 right	 or	 wrong	 but	 guiding	 students	 to	 an	
enhancement	 of	 their	 performance	 (Nicol	 &	 Macfarlane-Dick,	 2006),	 thus	 allowing	 for	
writing	skills	development	(Walker,	2009).	
	
The	 individualization	 of	 feedback	 refers	 to	 “the	 extent	 to	 which	 student	 performance(s)	
must	be	evaluated	 individually”	 (Howard,	1987,	p.	34).	According	to	the	findings	of	Chung,	
Shel	 &	 Kaiser	 (2006),	 individualized	 feedback	 can	 promote	 self-regulated	 learning,	 which	
requires	 that	 the	 students	 have	 in	 mind	 some	 goals	 to	 be	 achieved,	 against	 which	

																																																													
1		All	tables	and	figures	have	been	retrieved	from	Peroukidou	(2017).	
2		The	concept	of	declarative/procedural	knowledge	is	further	explained	in	Howard	(1987).	

student	

tutor	content	
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performance	 can	 be	 compared	 and	 assessed	 (Nicol	 &	 Macfarlane-Dick,	 2006),	 and	
encourages	 them	 to	 reflect	 upon	 their	work,	 thus	 scaffolding	 learning	 in	order	 to	develop	
further	 understanding	 and	 lead	 to	 higher	 achievement.	 Individualising	 feedback	 also	
potentially	 means	 choosing	 among	 multidimensional	 approaches	 to	 assessment,	 thus	
creating	multiple	sources	of	feedback,	which	can	be	drawn	upon	depending	on	the	learner’s	
individual	 style.	 For	 example,	 peer	 feedback	 could	 be	made	 available	 through	 the	 use	 of	
Google	Docs	on	a	written	assignment	in	a	DE	environment.		
	
The	use	of	 alternative	 forms	of	 assessment	 and	 feedback	 is	 claimed	 to	 enhance	 reliability	
and	 fairness	 (Gaytan	&	McEwen,	 2007;	 Smith,	 2007).	 In	 this	way,	 feedback	 functions	 as	 a	
learning	tool	which	helps	the	learners	in	their	interaction	with	the	material,	but	at	the	same	
time	supports	them	in	academic	issues,	such	as	using	multiple	sources	for	learning,	academic	
writing	and	so	on	(Παπαδημητρίου	&	Λιοναράκης,	2010),	aspects	of	learning	that	will	allow	
them	to	become	more	confident	and	motivated	 to	continue	 learning.	This	kind	of	 support	
offered	by	tutors	also	prevents	students	from	dropping	out,	a	common	concern	in	distance	
education	(Αναστασιάδης	&	Καρβούνης,	2010).	
	
When	it	comes	to	the	timing	of	feedback,	various	scholars	agree	that	time	is	of	the	essence;	
in	 other	 words,	 feedback	 needs	 to	 be	 timely	 (Gibbs	 &	 Simpson,	 2004;	 Segoe,	 2013)	 and	
preferably	 given	 ‘immediately	 following	 student	 performance’	 (Howard,	 1987,	 p.	 34)	 in	
order	 to	 be	 beneficial,	 as	 delayed	 feedback	 may	 limit	 its	 usefulness	 (Gagne	 et	 al.,	 1993;	
Segoe,	2013;	Styer,	2007).		
	
The	 format	 of	 feedback	 has	 to	 do	 with	 ‘the	 delivery	 method	 or	 media	 used	 and	 source’	
(Howard,	1987,	p.	35).	Regarding	the	delivery	method,	the	most	commonly	used	one	is	the	
face-to-face	 provision	 of	 feedback	 during	 live	 seminars	 or	 group	 conferences	 (Blair	 &	
McGinty,	2013;	Dowden	et	al.,	 2013),	 such	as	 the	 contact	 sessions	organized	by	 the	HOU.	
Howard	(1987)	refers	to	telephone	conferencing	and	written	feedback	sent	to	students	via	
e-mail	 as	 also	 popular	methods	 of	 feedback	 delivery,	with	 Lentell	 (2003)	 arguing	 that	 the	
availability	for	contact	with	tutors	also	facilitates	students’	learning.		
	
With	 respect	 to	 the	media	 used,	 it	 is	 only	 appropriate	 that	 the	 role	of	 technology	 is	 once	
again	 acknowledged	 and	 stressed,	 as	 feedback	 cannot	 be	 immediate	 “unless	 delivered	
through	 electronic	 media”	 (Howard,	 1987,	 p.	 36).	 Pachler	 et	 al.	 (2010)	 use	 the	 term	
“formative	 e-assessment”	 to	 denote	 “the	 use	 of	 ICT	 to	 support	 the	 iterative	 process	 of	
gathering	and	analyzing	 information	about	student	 learning	by	teachers	as	well	as	 learners	
and	of	evaluating	it	in	relation	to	prior	achievement	and	attainment	of	intended,	as	well	as	
unintended	learning	outcomes”	(p.716).	If	this	is	the	case,	then	“the	assessment	value	of	e-
mail	 messages,	 chat	 room	 conversations,	 and	 discussion	 board	 postings	 should	 not	 be	
ignored”	 (Gaytan	 &	McEwen,	 2007,	 p.	 129).	 In	 fact,	 the	 interactivity	 of	 the	Web	 and	 the	
opportunities	 it	 offers	 for	 sustained,	 meaningful	 interactions	 and	 collaboration	 regarding	
feedback	in	DE	settings	has	been	emphasized	(Gikandi	et	al.,	2011;	McIntyre	&	Wolff,	1998).	
In	 terms	of	style,	 tutors	have	 the	choice	of	a	declarative,	 reiterative	or	 interrogative	 style,	
depending	 on	 the	 aim	 they	 wish	 to	 achieve	 (Wion,	 2008).	 Declarative	 comments	 put	 the	
tutor’s	view	under	the	student’s	consideration,	and	allow	for	dialogue,	on	condition	that	a	
trusting	relationship	has	been	established	between	participants.	When	using	the	reiterative	
style,	 the	 tutor	 reflects	 on	 or	 repeats	 the	 student’s	 content,	 reformulating	 it	 ‘in	 order	 to	
reflect	on	a	skill	or	an	attitude’	(Wion,	2008,	p.	2).	Finally,	the	interrogative	style	relates	to	
the	 tutor	 asking	 a	 question	 regarding	 the	 student’s	 point	 of	 view,	 be	 it	 in	 a	 direct	 or	 an	
indirect	way	(see	also	Karagianni,	present	volume,	for	a	discussion).		
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The	present	study	was	conducted	on	the	basis	of	the	axis	of	what	Howard	(1987)	defined	as	
the	basic	characteristics	of	tutor	feedback	in	DE,	as	well	as	of	one	of	the	authors’	personal	
experience	as	a	HOU	student.	
	
	
3.		Research	methodology		
	
3.1.		The	research	objectives	
	
The	study	presented	in	this	article	aimed	at	exploring	tutor	feedback	and	its	 impact	on	the	
learning	process	and	progress	of	post-graduate	students	attending	the	Master's	in	education	
(M.Ed.)	 in	 The	 Teaching	 of	 English	 as	 a	 Foreign/International	 Language	 offered	 by	 the	
Hellenic	Open	University.	 Students’	 attitudes	 towards	 tutor	 feedback	 as	well	 as	data	 from	
actual	 tutor	 feedback	 were	 analyzed,	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 evaluate	 the	 feedback	 provision	
scheme.	More	specifically,	the	following	research	questions	were	posed:	
	

1. What	are	HOU	students’	expectations	as	regards	the	feedback	they	receive?	
2. What	 is	 the	 type	 and	 content	 of	 feedback	 provided	 by	 tutors	 to	 HOU	 students	

regarding	their	written	assignments?		
3. Do	students	find	the	feedback	useful?	If	so,	how	does	it	assist	the	learning	process?		
4. What	needs	to	be	done	in	order	for	student	performance	to	improve	over	time?	

	
3.2.		The	participants	
	
A	 hundred	 and	 four	 (104)	 students/graduates	 of	 the	 specific	 HOU	 M.Ed.	 programme	
participated	 in	 the	 study	 by	 completing	 a	 questionnaire	which	was	 distributed	 via	 e-mail.	
The	 respondents	 ranged	 between	 21-60	 years	 of	 age,	 but	 were	 mostly	 in	 their	 thirties	
(51.9%).	 Regarding	 their	 educational	 background,	 the	 vast	 majority	 were	 either	 in	 the	
process	of	acquiring	a	Master’s	degree	(69.2%)	or	already	held	one	(22.1%).	The	number	of	
participants	was	equally	balanced	between	 the	 state	and	 the	private	 sector,	while	 a	 small	
number	were	unemployed	at	the	time.	Moreover,	 three	HOU	tutors3	kindly	contributed	by	
providing	 samples	 of	 feedback	 given	 to	 HOU	 students,	 which	 offered	 qualitative	 data	
supplementing	the	data	obtained	from	the	questionnaire.	
	
3.3.		The	research	instruments	
	
The	 study	 presented	 in	 this	 article	 was	 conducted	 in	 November-	 December	 2016.	 The	
research	 instruments	 used	 included	 a	 questionnaire4,	 which	 was	 administered	 to	 HOU	
students,	 and	 a	 checklist	 (Appendix	 I),	 which	 was	 used	 to	 group	 the	 qualitative	 data	
collected	 through	 the	 tutor	 feedback	 samples.	 The	 creation	 of	 the	 checklist	 as	 a	 second	
research	instrument	served	as	a	way	of	‘discovering	concepts	and	relationships	in	raw	data	
and	 then	 organizing	 these	 into	 a	 theoretical	 explanatory	 scheme’	 (Straus	&	 Corbin,	 1998,	
p.11).	
	
																																																													
3	The	 HOU	 tutors	 who	 contributed	 the	 data	 used	 in	 this	 dissertation	 are	 Dr.	 Ifigenia	 Kofou,	 who	
teaches	the	elective	module	Assessment	in	English	language	teaching,	Dr.	Athanasios	Karasimos,	who	
teaches	 the	elective	module	Educational	 technology	 in	 English	 language	 teaching,	 and	Dr.	Vassilios	
Zorbas,	who	teaches	the	compulsory	module	Course	design,	implementation	and	evaluation	in	English	
language	teaching.	
4	The	questionnaire	can	be	found	at	https://goo.gl/forms/tHtWxdoizIvtua4f1.		
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The	 questionnaire	 consisted	 of	 55	 5-point	 Likert	 scale	 (1=totally	 agree,	 5=totally	 disagree)	
questions.	 The	 first	 part	 (Part	 I)	 collected	 demographic	 data	 about	 the	 respondents.	 The	
second	 Part	 (Part	 II)	 sought	 to	 elicit	 students’	 expectations	 regarding	 tutor	 feedback	
(research	question	1),	 in	relation	to	its	type	and	content,	as	well	as	 its	timing	and	mode	of	
delivery.	The	third	part	of	the	questionnaire	(Part	III)	dealt	with	the	evaluation	of	the	actual	
tutor	 feedback	 the	 students	 receive	 on	 their	 written	 assignments,	 which	 is	 why	 the	
questions	were	basically	concerned	with	the	same	aspects	of	feedback	as	the	previous	part.	
The	 final	 part	 of	 the	 questionnaire	 (Part	 IV)	 set	 out	 to	 evaluate	 feedback	 usefulness	 in	
relation	to	students’	learning.	In	other	words,	the	questions	investigated	which	areas	related	
to	 learning	 (e.g.	 cognitive,	 affective	 or	 motivational)	 were	 assisted	 or	 possibly	 hindered	
through	 tutor	 feedback	 (research	 question	 3).	 The	 questionnaire	 was	 piloted	 before	 its	
distribution	and	checked	for	reliability	after	the	answers	had	been	collected	(Cronbach’s	a=	
0.826).		
	
The	 checklist	 (see	 Appendix	 I,	 p.21)	 included	 ten	 items	 related	 to	 the	 mode	 of	 feedback	
delivery,	 the	 presentation,	 content	 and	 usefulness	 of	 the	 feedback	 provided	 for	 students’	
assignments	in	the	last	three	years.	It	was	expected	that	the	checklist	might	guide	tutors	into	
reconsidering	the	feedback	they	provide	their	students	with.	
	
3.4.		Limitations	
	
Regardless	 of	 how	well-organized	 a	 study	may	be,	 there	 are	 always	 some	 limitations.	 The	
present	study	 featured	educational	 records	 in	 the	 form	of	 feedback	reports	students	were	
sent	by	their	tutors.	However,	the	tutors	all	used	the	same	assessment	rubric,	provided	by	
the	HOU.	That	is	to	say,	there	was	no	control	student	group	who	had	received	different	kind	
of	feedback	in	order	to	enable	us	to	measure	the	effectiveness	of	the	provided	feedback	in	
more	detail.	Needless	 to	say,	 the	sample	was	very	small,	as	 the	obtained	records	 followed	
the	progress	of	 three	groups	of	 students	 through	 three	academic	 years.	 Last	but	 certainly	
not	 least,	 the	 absence	 of	 more	 open-ended	 items	 in	 the	 questionnaires	 for	 sake	 of	
convenience,	may	have	deprived	us	of	enlightening	insights	into	HOU	students’	beliefs	about	
tutor	feedback.	
	
4.		The	findings	
	
4.1.		HOU	students’	expectations	and	evaluation	of	feedback	
	
With	 regard	 to	 the	 students’	 feedback	 expectations	 and	 preferences,	 it	 appears	 that	
students	strongly	believe	in	the	teaching	potential	of	feedback.	As	shown	in	Table	1	below,	
the	majority	of	students	would	like	feedback	to	guide	them	towards	better	academic	skills,	
providing	information	which	can	be	used	in	future	assignments.		At	the	same	time,	they	seek	
to	 be	 assessed	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 higher-level	 criteria,	 such	 as	 theoretical	 and	 conceptual	
understanding	of	the	teaching	material.	One	of	the	most	interesting	findings	is	that	97	out	of	
the	104	respondents	stressed	the	importance	of	in-text	tutor	comments,	following	the	claim	
made	 by	 various	 scholars	 in	 favour	 of	 personalized	 comments	 on	 the	 student’s	 work	
provided	 by	 the	 tutor	 (Howard,	 1987;	 Mason,	 2003;	 Ypsilandis,	 2002	 among	 others).	
Moreover,	students	enjoy	being	praised	for	their	achievements	(76%)	and	want	to	receive	a	
detailed	account	of	their	mistakes,	which	they	prefer	to	see	corrected.	Perhaps	this	need	for	
detailed	correction	explains	the	stated	preference	for	receiving	tutor	feedback	online	rather	
than	 in	 a	 face-to-face	 context,	 since	 online	 platforms	 allow	 for	 the	 attachment	 of	 various	
files,	links	to	other	material	and	so	on.	
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I	would	like	tutor	feedback	to…	

Percentage	 of	
positive	
responses5	

1.	guide	me	towards	better	academic	writing	skills.		 97.1%	
2.	provide	information	that	I	will	be	able	to	use	in	future	assignments.		 96.1%	
3.	explain	the	tutor’s	mark.		 94.3%	
4.	focus	on	higher-level	assessment	criteria.		 94.2%	
5.	I	would	like	signposted,	in-text	comments	on	my	assignment.		 93.3%	
6.	 assess	 whether	 I	 have	 understood	 the	 reading	 material	 relevant	 to	 the	
assignment.		 90.4%	

7.	give	me	a	detailed	account	of	my	mistakes.		 88.5%	
8.	suggest	correct	answers	for	my	mistakes.		 87.5%	
9.	be	delivered	online.		 85.6%	
10.	provide	opportunities	for	reflection	on	my	learning.		 84.6%	
11.	suggest	further	reading	materials	in	order		
to	assist	learning.		

	

81.7%	

12.	praise	my	achievements.	
	

76%	
	

Table	1.	Students'	preferences	regarding	tutor	feedback	
	
	
When	 asked	 to	 evaluate	 the	 tutors’	 feedback,	 the	 respondents	 expressed	mostly	 positive	
views	 regarding	 the	 comments	 they	 received.	 The	 most	 significant	 findings,	 presented	 in	
Figure	 2	 below,	 show	 that	 students	 stated	 that	 the	 written	 tutor	 feedback	 on	 their	
assignments	 included	 comments	 both	 regarding	 higher-level	 goals	 (conceptual	
understanding,	 application	of	 theory	 to	 practice	 and	 so	 on	 --	 84.7%)	 and	 lower-level	 ones	
(language	use,	presentation	and	so	on	--	76.9%).	This	contradicts	recent	studies	which	claim	
that	HOU	 students	 are	not	 provided	with	 “high	quality,	 formative	 and	 targeted	 feedback”	
(Σιούλης	&	Γαρδικιώτης,	2013,	p.	225),	but	are	instead	given	some	comments	to	accompany	
their	 mark.	 The	 respondents	 also	 stated	 that	 the	 feedback	 received	 was	 mainly	 positive,	
explained	the	mark	they	were	assigned	and	included	detailed	personalized	comments,	thus	
providing	 motivation	 regardless	 of	 their	 performance,	 confirming	 Weaver	 (2006),	 who	
maintained	 that	 tutors	 should	 provide	 guidance	 and	 motivation	 rather	 than	 merely	
diagnosing	problems.	
	

	
Figure	2.	Students'	evaluation	of	tutor	feedback.	

																																																													
5	The	sum	total	of	1	(totally	agree)	and	2	(agree)	on	the	Likert	scale.		
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With	 regard	 to	 the	 usefulness	 of	 the	 feedback	 they	 receive	 (see	 Figure	 3	 below),	 it	 was	
generally	 evaluated	 as	 a	 helpful	 learning	 tool.	 Respondents	 stressed	 its	 positive	 effect	 on	
them	 as	 learners	 and	 almost	 70%	 stated	 that	 tutor	 feedback	 provides	 encouragement,	
regardless	 of	 their	 performance.	 75%	 of	 the	 respondents	 stated	 that	 the	 feedback	 they	
receive	 arrives	 on	 time	 and	 concerns	 generic	 issues	 (e.g.	 academic	 writing/study	 skills).	
Another	significant	 finding	has	 to	do	with	the	content	of	 the	 feedback	provided.	74	out	of	
104	 respondents	 felt	 that	 the	 feedback	 they	 receive	 assists	 the	 development	 of	 academic	
writing	skills	and	that	 the	explanation	of	 their	mistakes	 improves	 their	performance	either	
by	identifying	problematic	areas	in	their	studying	or	by	suggesting	specific	improvements	for	
their	assignments:	
	

	
	

Figure	3.	Students’	evaluation	of	feedback	usefulness	in	relation	to	learning.	
	
	
As	 to	 how	 exactly	 tutor	 feedback	 assists	 learning,	 it	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 Figure	 4	 below	 that	
almost	two	thirds	of	the	students	surveyed	believe	that	the	feedback	received	does	 in	fact	
encourage	 self-directed	 learning	 (64.4%)	 and	 more	 organized	 methods	 of	 study	 (62.5%),	
thus	 leading	 to	 learner	 autonomy.	 In	 general,	 this	means	 that	 students	will	 eventually	 be	
able	to	assume	responsibility	over	the	content,	pace	and	effectiveness	of	their	own	learning	
(Bernard	et	 al.,	 2014;	 Schmid	et	 al.,	 2014;	 Torrisi-Steele	&	Drew,	 2013).	 	Moreover,	more	
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than	half	feel	that	their	metacognitive	skills	are	boosted	and	that	deeper	scientific	research	
is	encouraged.	Apart	from	that,	some	of	the	respondents	seem	to	view	feedback	as	a	means	
to	promoting	the	pursuit	of	further	academic	goals,	such	as	the	publication	of	their	work	or	
the	continuation	of	their	studies	beyond	the	post-graduate	level.	Surprisingly	enough,	only	a	
small	minority	 seems	 to	 believe	 that	 tutor	 feedback	 fosters	 teamwork	 (9.6%)	 or	 pairwork	
(8.7%),	although	in	our	experience	HOU	tutors	do	encourage	collaboration	among	students.	
	

	
Figure	4.	Students’	views	on	how	tutor	feedback	further	supports	learning	

	
	
It	 therefore	 appears	 that	 the	 feedback	 HOU	 students	 receive	 is	 positive	 and	 timely	 and	
largely	fosters	higher-order	skills	and	self-regulated	learning.		
	
4.2.		The	tutor	feedback	samples	
	
The	 analysis	 of	 the	 tutor	 feedback	 samples	 (see	 Figure	 5	 below)	 produced	 some	 rather	
controversial	 results.	 Although	 some	 of	 the	 features,	 such	 as	 the	 online	 delivery	 and	 the	
positive	comments	on	students’	achievements,	match	the	students’	expectations,	 less	than	
half	of	 the	204	samples	checked	actually	 included	 in-text	comments.	 Instead,	 the	students	
were	provided	with	 a	 general	 report	without	 a	 concrete	 account	of	 their	mistakes.	 Lastly,	
suggestions	 for	 further	 reading	 material	 were	 made	 in	 less	 than	 10%	 of	 the	 cases.	 This	
revealed	either	that	the	students	may	have	been	 impressionistic	 in	their	responses	or	that	
the	 tutors	 may	 be	 using	 the	 standard	 feedback	 provision	 scheme	 in	 different	 ways,	 not	
always	making	full	use	of	its	potential.	
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Figure	5.	Features	of	HOU	tutor	feedback	on	written	assignments	
	
	
	
In	 addition	 to	 the	 above	 considerations,	 it	 should	 be	 noted	 that	 the	 comments	
accompanying	 the	 feedback	 reports	were	written	 in	declarative	and	 reiterative	 style	when	
they	were	 intended	 to	 illustrate	 an	 example	 or	 explain	 a	 point,	whereas	 the	 interrogative	
style	 was	 used	 to	make	 a	 suggestion	 or	 prompt	 students	 to	 reflect	 on	 their	 writing.	 The	
reports	 also	 included	 comments	which	 showed	 the	progress	 of	most	 students.	 Comments	
like	“The	assignment	shows	great	 improvement!”	and	“The	assignment	fulfills	expectations	
as	 it	 fully	 and	 coherently	 analyses	 the	 main	 issues”	 provide	 further	 evidence	 that	 the	
students’	performance	did	in	fact	improve	over	time	with	the	provision	of	tutor	feedback.	Of	
course,	the	improvement	noted	could	be	attributed	to	other	factors	as	well,	such	as	deeper	
understanding	of	the	subject	matter	or	writing	practice.	
	
	
In	 an	 attempt	 to	 sum	 up	 the	 findings	 of	 the	 study,	 Figure	 6	 juxtaposes	 the	 students’	
expectations	regarding	useful	features	of	tutor	feedback	and	the	existence	of	these	features	
in	the	samples	examined.			
	
	
From	the	table	it	is	evident	that	the	feedback	tutors	provide	matches	students’	perceptions	
to	 a	 great	 extent.	 However,	 it	 needs	 to	 suggest	 further	 reading	 and	 correct	 answers	 and	
guide	 students	 towards	 academic	 writing	 skills	 in	 order	 to	 support	 learning	 further.	
Importantly,	tutors	also	need	to	make	sure	their	feedback	includes	in-text	comments.	
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Figure	6.	Useful	tutor	feedback	features:	comparison	between	students'	views	and	feedback	

samples.	
	

4.		Discussion		
	
The	 questionnaire	 results	 presented	 above	 show	 that	 students’	 expectations	 are	 in	 fact	
largely	fulfilled.	The	tutor	feedback	is	timely,	which	makes	it	more	useful	(Gibbs	&	Simpson,	
2004;	Ramsden,	2003).	It	is	provided	via	e-mail	or	uploaded	on	the	Μoodle	platform,	which	
allows	 for	 its	 enrichment	 through	 the	 attachment	 of	 various	 files	 and	 useful	 links.	 This	 is	
documented	though	the	use	of	the	files	shared	through	the	Yahoo	groups	created	for	each	
programme	module.	
	
Following	the	description	of	feedback	 in	section	2.2	above,	several	points	can	be	made.	As	
regards	 the	 type	 and	 style	 of	 the	 feedback	 provided,	 we	 seem	 to	 have	 both	 corrective	
feedback	 related	 to	 academic	 skills	 and	 the	 presentation	 of	 students’	 assignments	
(Wilkinson,	 2003)	 and	 developmental,	 content-related	 feedback,	 which	 provides	
constructive	 criticism	 and	 supports	 higher-order	 thinking	 skills	 development	 (Curry,	 2006;	
O’Rourke,	2003).	The	tutors’	feedback	is	personalized	in	most	cases,	as	documented	through	
the	students’	 responses	and	confirmed	by	 the	examination	of	 the	 tutor	 feedback	samples.	
Feedback	 comments	 come	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 styles,	 depending	 on	 the	 purpose	 they	 serve	
(Wion,	 2008).	 For	 instance,	 they	 are	 interrogative	 when	 they	 need	 to	 elicit	 the	 students’	
reflections	and	reiterative	to	denote	the	existence	of	errors	in	need	of	immediate	correction.	
This	 individualization	 seems	 to	 motivate	 learners	 and	 assist	 self-regulated	 learning.	 As	 a	
result,	the	majority	of	the	students	view	the	feedback	they	receive	as	quite	effective	and	as	
enabling	them	to	improve	their	performance	over	time.	
	
Yet,	 despite	 the	 students’	 preference	 for	 in-text	 tutor	 comments	 on	 the	 body	 of	 the	
assignments,	these	are	not	always	present,	as	some	of	the	samples	examined	consisted	only	
of	a	feedback	report.	Furthermore,	alternative	forms	of	feedback,	such	as	self-tests	or	peer-
generated	 feedback,	 are	 not	 usually	 employed	 and	 the	 collaboration	 that	 could	 make	
feedback	more	learner-centred	through	the	use	of	ICT	is	largely	neglected.	The	fact	that	the	
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online	 tools	and	platforms	offered	by	 the	HOU	have	not	been	 fully	utilized	either	by	HOU	
tutors	or	by	students	might	be	due	to	their	perceptions	and	beliefs	about	DE;	for	 instance,	
they	 may	 believe	 that	 the	 tutor-	 student	 and	 student-student	 interaction	 during	 contact	
sessions	is	sufficient.	Another	reason	might	be	the	low	level	of	ICT	competence,	which	would	
hinder	such	online	interactions.		
	
As	 a	 general	 suggestion	 originating	 from	 this	 study,	 it	 can	 be	 noted	 that	 tutor	 feedback	
needs	 to	 become	more	 process-based,	 which	 will	 allow	 for	 systematic	 monitoring	 of	 the	
learning	process	of	each	individual	student.	This	could	be	achieved,	for	instance,	if	students	
are	 given	 the	 opportunity	 to	 respond	 to	 tutor	 feedback	 through	 the	 use	 of	 technology.	
Additionally,	 the	 more	 meticulous	 provision	 of	 comments	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 tutors	 will	
disperse	some	students’	concerns	about	feedback	not	being	of	assistance	in	applying	theory	
to	practice	or	in	developing	academic	skills.	Setting	up	an	introductory	module	focusing	on	
the	 development	 of	 academic	 as	 well	 as	 ICT	 skills	 would	 help	 minimize	 related	 tutor	
comments	and	help	tutors	focus	on	less	technical	issues.		
	
Students	 may	 also	 need	 to	 be	 included	 in	 the	 feedback	 provision	 process	 more	 actively.	
Technological	 tools	 should	 be	 used	 to	 increase	 interactivity	 (Ypsilandis,	 2002)	 and	
collaboration	 among	 students	 for	 interpersonal	 scaffolding	 (John-Steiner	 &	 Mahn,	 1996).	
After	 all,	 respondents	 expressed	 their	 positive	 attitude	 towards	 collaborative	 learning	 and	
alternative	forms	of	feedback	provision.	One	way	to	achieve	this	is	through	the	organization	
of	asynchronous,	group	discussions	online	using	computer	mediated	communication	(CMC)	
or	 asynchronous	 learning	 networks	 (ALNs),	 as	 suggested	 in	 Darabi	 et	 al.	 (2013).	 If	 these	
discussions	are	organized	 in	a	purposeful	way,	 including	the	provision	of	 feedback	both	by	
tutors	and	peer	students,	then	learning	will	be	better	supported.	Furthermore,	tutors	could	
post	 links	 to	 further	 reading	material	 or	 share	 good	writing	 practices	with	 their	 students,	
creating	an	online	database	for	future	HOU	students,	as	well.	The	introduction	of	self-tests,	
quizzes	 or	 checklists	 would	 also	 prompt	 reflection	 on	 one’s	 learning	 and	 self-assessment.	
Finally,	this	“synergy”	of	media	and	pedagogy	could	be	achieved	through	the	introduction	of	
open	educational	resources	(OER)	and	mobile	devices	in	DE.	Learners	will	thus	become	“pro-
sumers”	instead	of	consumers	of	knowledge	and	will	actively	be	involved	in	its	co-creation,	
as	Jahnke	&	Norberg	(2013)	argue	in	their	discussion	of	Digital	Didactics.	Since	DE	students	
rely	 on	 technology	 and	 the	majority	 of	 the	 surveyed	 student	 population	 said	 they	 would	
welcome	 their	 inclusion	 in	 the	 feedback	 provision	 scheme,	 we	 feel	 this	 would	 be	 an	
additional	step	to	the	improvement	of	their	performance	over	time.	
	
5.		Conclusions	
	
This	article	presented	the	findings	of	a	study	which	dealt	with	the	 issue	of	 feedback	 in	DE,	
focusing	on	the	case	of	the	Hellenic	Open	University.	The	study	attempted	to	combine	the	
students’	views	on	tutor	feedback	with	an	evaluation	of	tutor	feedback	features	in	the	hope	
that	 this	 ‘syncretism’	 will	 lead	 to	 some	 useful	 practical	 considerations	 regarding	 the	
feedback	provision	framework	in	the	HOU.	Despite	their	limitations,	our	findings	point	to	the	
degree	 to	 which	 DE	 students	 count	 on	 tutor	 feedback	 and	 hint	 at	 the	 potential	 of	 tutor	
feedback	as	a	means	of	improving	student	performance.			
	
Finally,	further	research	could	be	conducted	and	explore	tutors’	views,	too,	while	the	use	of	
interviews	 with	 open-ended	 questions	 might	 enlighten	 us	 further	 and	 also	 validate	
quantitative	 findings.	 A	 longitudinal	 study,	 examining	 the	 performance	 of	 a	 number	 of	
students	over	the	course	of	the	programme,	would	demonstrate	the	link	between	feedback	
and	learning	more	clearly.		
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Appendix	I	
	
This	is	the	checklist	used	to	group	the	findings	of	the	tutor	feedback	samples:		
	
The	tutor	feedback	sample	examined…	 Yes	 To	 a	

certain	
extent	

No	

1. is	sent	online.	 	 	 	
2. explains	the	tutor’s	mark.	 	 	 	
3. praises	the	student’s	achievements	in	certain	areas.	 	 	 	
4. is	 limited	 to	 comments	 on	 low-level	 goals	 (e.g.	 style/	

language/	presentation).	
	 	 	

5. focuses	on	high-level	assessment	criteria	(e.g.	theoretical/	
conceptual	understanding).	

	 	 	

6. includes	a	detailed	account	of	the	student’s	mistakes.	 	 	 	
7. includes	signposted,	in-text	comments	on	the	assignment.	 	 	 	
8. suggests	correct	answers	for	mistakes.	 	 	 	
9. provides	guidance	towards	better	academic	skills.	 	 	 	
10. includes	 information	 that	 can	 be	 used	 in	 future	

assignments.	
	 	 	

11. suggests	further	reading	materials.	 	 	 	
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