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While	the	role	of	written	feedback	in	the	learning	cycle	is	fundamental,	there	is	relatively	little	research	
focusing	on	students’	perceptions	on	the	issue.	What	is	more,	this	topic	is	even	more	under-researched	in	
post-graduate,	as	well	as	in	distance	education,	with	the	Greek	context	being	no	exception	to	this	rule.	
This	 research	 was	 therefore	 designed	 with	 the	 aim	 of	 investigating	 the	 perceptions	 of	 the	 students	
enrolled	in	the	TESOL	M.Ed.	of	the	Hellenic	Open	University	(HOU)	as	regards	the	written	feedback	they	
receive	 on	 their	 assignments.	 The	 research	 entailed	 five	 interviews	with	 senior	 students	 attending	 the	
TESOL	M.Ed.	 The	 interviews	 revolved	 around	 four	 research	 questions,	 namely	 feedback	 effectiveness,	
strengths	of	written	feedback,	weaknesses	of	written	feedback	and,	finally,	proposals	for	amendments.	
The	 student	 responses	on	 the	 first	 three	 research	questions	are	quite	enlightening	and,	 in	most	 cases,	
consistent	with	 related	 research	 on	 the	 issue,	while	 their	 proposals	 for	 amendments	may	 serve	 as	 an	
insightful	basis	for	the	improvement	of	the	written	feedback	provided	in	the	programme	and,	perhaps,	in	
distance	learning	programmes	generally.	
	

�	
	
Αν	και	ο	ρόλος	 της	γραπτής	ανατροφοδότησης	στον	κύκλο	 της	μάθησης	είναι	πρωταρχικός,	η	έρευνα	
που	εστιάζει	στις	αντιλήψεις	των	φοιτητών	πάνω	στο	θέμα	αυτό	είναι	περιορισμένη.	Επιπλέον,	το	θέμα	
αυτό	δεν	έχει	ερευνηθεί	επαρκώς	στη	μεταπτυχιακή,	αλλά	ούτε	και	στην	εξ	αποστάσεως	εκπαίδευση,	
μη	εξαιρούμενης	και	της	ελληνικής	πραγματικότητας.	Η	παρούσα	έρευνα	σχεδιάστηκε	λοιπόν	με	σκοπό	
να	 διερευνηθούν	 οι	 αντιλήψεις	 των	 φοιτητών	 που	 φοιτούν	 στο	Μεταπτυχιακό	 Πρόγραμμα	 Σπουδών	
«Μεταπτυχιακή	 Ειδίκευση	 Καθηγητών	 Αγγλικής	 Γλώσσας»	 του	 Ελληνικού	 Ανοικτού	 Πανεπιστημίου	
(ΕΑΠ)	 σχετικά	 με	 τη	 γραπτή	 ανατροφοδότηση	 που	 λαμβάνουν	 για	 τις	 εργασίες	 τους.	 Η	 έρευνα	
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περιελάμβανε	 πέντε	 συνεντεύξεις	 με	 προχωρημένους	 φοιτητές	 του	 Προγράμματος.	 Οι	 συνεντεύξεις	
είχαν	 ως	 βασικό	 άξονα	 τέσσερα	 ερευνητικά	 ερωτήματα,	 και,	 συγκεκριμένα,	 την	 αποτελεσματική	
ανατροφοδότηση,	τα	δυνατά	σημεία	της	γραπτής	ανατροφοδότησης,	τα	αδύναμα	σημεία	της	γραπτής	
ανατροφοδότησης	 και	 τέλος,	 προτάσεις	 για	 βελτίωση.	 Οι	 απαντήσεις	 των	 φοιτητών	 στα	 τρία	 πρώτα	
ερωτήματα	 είναι	 διαφωτιστικές	 και	 στις	 περισσότερες	 περιπτώσεις	 συνάδουν	 με	 τη	 σχετική	
βιβλιογραφία,	ενώ	οι	προτάσεις	τους	για	αλλαγές	φιλοδοξούν	να	αποτελέσουν	τη	βάση	για	τη	βελτίωση	
της	γραπτής	ανατροφοδότησης	που	παρέχεται	στο	Μεταπτυχιακό	αυτό	Πρόγραμμα,	και,	 ίσως,	 και	σε	
άλλα	εξ	αποστάσεως	Προγράμματα	γενικά.	
	
Key	words:	distance	learning,	HOU,	written	feedback,	students’	perceptions	
	
	
	
	
1. Introduction	
	
The	 role	of	 feedback	 in	 the	 learning	cycle	 is	 fundamental.	The	 literature	highlighting	 its	 centrality	and	
significance	for	student	learning,	reflection	and	development	is	abundant	(e.g.	Carless,	2006).	Still,	while	
tutors’	 perceptions	 of	 written	 feedback	 have	 been	 widely	 explored	 (e.g.	 Topping,	 2010),	 there	 is	
considerably	less	work	focusing	on	students’	views	and	perceptions	on	the	issue	(e.g.	Evans,	2013).	The	
topic	 of	 written	 feedback	 is	 even	 more	 under-researched	 in	 post-graduate,	 as	 well	 as	 in	 distance	
education,	 with	 the	 Greek	 context	 being	 no	 exception	 to	 this	 rule.	 Increasing	 reports	 of	 student	
dissatisfaction	 with	 the	 written	 feedback	 they	 receive	 and	 a	 general	 shift	 towards	 a	 more	 student-
centred	approach	 in	education	call	 for	 research	 that	explores	 students’	experiences,	perspectives	and	
preferences	on	the	issue	in	depth.	
	
Τhe	present	 study	has	 therefore	been	designed	 to	explore	 the	perspectives	of	 students	attending	 the	
Master's	in	Εducation	(M.Ed.)	in	Teaching	English	to	Speakers	of	Other	Languages	(TESOL)	of	the	Hellenic	
Open	University	(HOU),	with	regard	to	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	written	feedback	provided	on	
their	assignments.	The	main	issues	to	be	explored	were	four:	what	constitutes	effective	feedback,	what	
its	strengths	are,	what	its	weaknesses	and	what	amendments	can	enhance	and	improve	the	process	of	
providing	written	feedback	in	the	programme	and,	perhaps,	in	distance	learning	generally.	
	
The	 article	 is	 laid	 out	 as	 follows:	 First,	 the	 conceptual	 framework	 around	which	 the	 present	 research	
revolves	 is	 established.	 The	presentation	of	 the	 research	design	 follows	and	 the	 research	 findings	are	
presented	and	discussed	next.	The	article	concludes	with	the	 implications,	 the	 limitations	of	the	study	
and	suggestions	for	further	research.	
	
2. Literature	review	and	conceptual	framework	

	
2.1. Distance	learning	
	
The	advent	of	distance	learning	(DL)	has	questioned	the	presupposition	that	 learning	typically	 involves	
face-to-face	interaction	between	an	instructor	and	learners,	while	all	pedagogical	practices	occur	in	real	
classrooms	(Allen	et	al.,	2004).	In	distance	education	(DE),	communication	between	the	teacher	and	the	
students	is	technologically	supported	and	mediated,	since	they	are	not	physically	co-present	in	the	same	
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location	and	can	also	be	separated	 in	 time	 (Moore	et	al.,	2011).	 In	other	words,	 their	 communication	
can	be	asynchronous	(Allen	et	al.,	2004).	
	
DL	 is	characterized	by	a	plethora	of	print	or	media	tools	that	facilitate	 interaction	and	learning	among	
those	involved.	A	significant	advantage	of	DL	is	that	it	can	meet	the	needs	of	quite	a	diverse	and	broad	
population	 (Valentine,	2002).	 It	provides	access	 to	 learning	 to	people	who	are	geographically	 remote,	
while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 it	 can	 serve	 large	numbers	of	 people	due	 to	 its	 flexible	nature	 (Moore	et	 al.,	
2011).	 Naturally,	 DE	 addresses	 mostly	 adult	 learners,	 since	 they	 need	 this	 flexibility	 offered	 by	 DL	
institutions	more	often	(Lionarakis,	2008).		
	
Nonetheless,	DE	can	have	some	drawbacks,	apart	from	its	numerous	advantages.	First	of	all,	studying	at	
a	distance	can	be	quite	an	isolating	experience,	or	as	Eastmond	(1995,	p.	46)	eloquently	put	it,	there	is	
“the	loneliness	of	the	long	distance	learner”.	The	lack	of	physical	contact	with	the	instructor	and	peers	
can	create	feelings	of	distance,	detachment	or	even	uncertainty,	thus	complicating	a	student’s	course	of	
studying	 or	 obstructing	 their	 full	 academic	 integration	 (Patriarcheas	 &	 Xenos,	 2008).	 Moreover,	 this	
communication	 and	 psychological	 gap	 between	 tutors	 and	 learners	 further	 affects	 the	 process	 of	
providing	 feedback,	with	 students	quite	often	displaying	dissatisfaction	over	 the	quality	or	 amount	of	
feedback	they	receive,	thus	necessitating	more	research	on	the	matter.	
	
2.2. Distance	learning	in	Greece	
	
DL	 in	Greece	 is	 a	 relatively	 recent	educational	 field.	Nonetheless,	due	 to	 its	 clear	advantages	and	 the	
flexibility	it	offers,	it	has	quickly	become	quite	popular	and	has	been	rapidly	growing.	Besides	the	HOU,	
there	 are	 no	 other	 ‘whole	 system	 control	 model’	 institutions	 running	 in	 the	 country.	 However,	 the	
approach	 generally	 followed	 in	 the	HOU	 is	 a	 ‘combined’	 or	 ‘blended’	 learning	 one.	More	 specifically,	
there	are	some	face-to-face	meetings	of	the	students	with	the	instructor	along	with	DL	synchronous	and	
asynchronous	 methodology,	 such	 as	 phone	 sessions	 or	 e-mails	 respectively	 (Patriarcheas	 &	 Xenos,	
2008).	 Overall,	 the	 HOU	 is	 generally	 considered	 a	 successful	 tertiary	 education	 institution	 in	 Greece	
(Koziori,	2011).		
	
The	written	assignments	in	such	a	DL	context	are	really	significant,	because	they	are	practically	the	only	
way	for	a	student	to	show	and	apply	what	they	have	learnt.	Equally	important	is	the	feedback	provided	
by	the	tutors,	as	a	lot	of	studies	have	shown	(e.g.	Hounsell	et	al.,	2008;	Koustourakis	et	al.,	2008).	In	the	
case	of	 the	TESOL	program,	 feedback	on	assignments	 is	 given	 through	a	 standardized	 feedback	 form,	
like	 the	 one	 displayed	 in	 Appendix	 I.	 Through	 this	 rubric,	 with	 the	 specific	 pre-defined	 assessment	
criteria,	tutors	assess	assignments	by	means	of	both		grades	and	comments.	
	
2.3. Feedback	
	
As	already	mentioned	above,	feedback	is	central	in	any	learning	process	(Weaver,	2006).	Feedback	can	
be	defined	in	two	contrasting	ways.	On	the	one	hand,	it	may	be	considered	an	end	product,	a	one-way	
communication	 from	 teachers	 to	 students,	 a	 consequence	 of	 a	 performance,	 based	 on	 a	 teacher-
centred	approach	 (e.g.	Chokwe,	2015).	 It	 should	be	noted	that	 this	 transmission	model	 is	 traditionally	
favored	 in	 higher	 education.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 paradigm	 shift	 towards	 a	more	 student-centred	
approach	to	learning	has	also	affected	the	way	feedback	is	viewed,	towards	a	more	dialogic	and	open-
ended	process	(Brown,	2007).	Other	scholars	opt	for	broader	and	more	general	definitions	of	feedback,	
stressing	its	importance	in	student	learning.	Carless	(2006,	p.	219),	for	instance,	characterizes	feedback	
as	a	"key	characteristic	of	quality	teaching".		
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There	are	 several	 reasons	why	 feedback	occupies	 such	a	prominent	position	 in	educational	 literature.	
First	of	all,	 it	 can	help	 improve	students’	behaviour,	 thus	enabling	 them	to	meet	 their	own	objectives	
and	 advance	 (Adcroft,	 2011).	 Moreover,	 according	 to	 Weaver	 (2006),	 it	 can	 motivate	 students	 to	
improve	 both	 their	 present	 and	 their	 future	 performance,	 while	 it	 also	 stresses	 their	 strengths	 and	
weaknesses,	 providing	 them	 with	 a	 reader’s	 perspective	 on	 their	 written	 work	 (Hyland,	 2013a).	
Feedback	also	creates	opportunities	for	dialogue	between	the	teacher	and	the	student	(Beaumont	et	al.,	
2011).	 Finally,	 it	 promotes	 reflection	 and	 self-regulation,	 thus	 contributing	 to	 distance	 learners’	
autonomy	(Espasa	&	Meneses,	2009).		
	
With	 regard	 to	 the	 issue	of	 feedback	effectiveness,	 although	 some	experts	 contend	 that	what	exactly	
constitutes	 effective	 feedback	 is	 debatable	 and	 cannot	 be	 accurately	 defined	 (e.g.	 Evans	 &	 Waring,	
2011),	some	lists	with	conditions	or	principles	of	good	feedback	practice	have	been	compiled	over	the	
years,	 such	 as	 the	 one	 by	 Gibbs	 &	 Simpson	 (2005),	 in	 which	 they	 describe	 certain	 conditions	 under	
which	 feedback	can	affect	student	 learning	more	effectively.	Similarly,	Nicol	&	Macfarlane-Dick	 (2006)	
propose	some	principles	of	good	feedback	practice,	based	on	self-regulated	learning.		
	
Written	 feedback	 specifically	 is	 considered	 the	most	popular	method	 through	which	 teachers	 interact	
with	 students.	 While	 it	 is	 such	 an	 indispensable	 part	 of	 the	 teaching	 and	 learning	 cycle	 in	 tertiary	
education	(Adcroft,	2011),	however,	it	is	a	quite	complicated	mechanism,	and	may	have	both	strong	and	
weak	points.	 It	should	be	noted	that,	besides	certain	straightforward	aspects	of	written	feedback	that	
can	 be	 easily	 labelled	 as	 strengths	 or	 weaknesses,	 such	 as	 the	 facilitation	 of	 learning	 and	 grades	
respectively,	most	 related	 issues	are	quite	controversial	and	can	be	either,	depending	on	 the	context.	
Below,	 a	 list	 of	 such	 feedback	properties,	which	will	 also	 form	 the	basis	 of	 the	 research	presented	 in	
Section	3,	is	provided.	
	
2.4.	Strengths	and	Weaknesses	of	Written	feedback		
	
Among	the	strengths	of	written	feedback,	we	could	accommodate	the	following:	
	

- It	facilitates	learning	and	skills	
	
Written	 feedback	can	enhance	 the	 learning	experience,	as	well	as	 students’	 reflection	ability	 (Agius	&	
Wilkinson,	 2014).	Moreover,	 due	 to	 its	 heavy	 informational	 load	 and	 its	 permanent	 nature	 and	 long-
lasting	effect,	as	students	can	utilize	written	feedback	for	future	reference,	it	can	help	develop	students’	
metacognitive	awareness	(Calfoglou	et	al.,	2011).		
	

- It	is	individualized	
	
Another	advantage	of	written	feedback	confirmed	in	a	lot	of	studies	is	the	individualized	attention	it	can	
offer	students,	in	contrast	to	the	classroom	context,	where	this	is	rarely	possible	(e.g.	Dowden	&	Allen,	
2013).		
	

- Praises	
	
Praises	are	generally	welcomed	by	students,	who	claim	that	they	can	encourage	them	to	 improve	and	
learn,	by	affecting	their	self-esteem,	motivation	and	performance	positively	(Lipnevich	&	Smith,	2009).	
Still,	 instructors	 should	be	 cautious	of	providing	 too	many	praises	 in	 their	 feedback,	 since	 it	has	been	
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found	 that	 they	 can	 detract	 from	 performance,	 in	 a	 sense	 that	 excessive	 attention	 to	 the	 self	 “robs	
cognitive	resources	that	would	otherwise	be	committed	to	the	task”	(ibid.,	2009,	p.	350).		
	
There	are	also	written	feedback-related	features,	however,	which	could	be	treated	as	either	positive	or	
negative,	as	either	strengths	or	weaknesses:	
	

- Emphasis	on	content,	detail,	specificity	and	clarity	
	
Written	 feedback	 can	 be	 of	 maximum	 utility	 if	 it	 is	 detailed,	 with	 a	 lot	 of	 examples	 or	 anecdotes	
throughout	the	assignment,	with	more	emphasis	paid	to	the	content	of	the	paper	(Ghazal	et	al.,	2014).	
At	the	same	time,	the	comments	should	be	focused,	specific	and	clear	(e.g.	Calfoglou	et	al.,	2011).	
	
On	 the	 other	 hand,	 several	 researchers	 report	 that	 teachers	 are	mostly	 inclined	 to	 correct	 technical	
items	and	surface	 features	of	 the	 language,	 such	as	grammar	and	spelling,	a	practice	 that	 is	generally	
considered	 ineffective,	since	 it	does	not	promote	 lifelong	 learning	or	 feeding	forward,	especially	 in	DE	
(e.g.	 Glover	 &	 Brown,	 2006).	 Furthermore,	 students	 often	 complain	 that	 written	 comments	 are	 too	
general,	vague	or	ambiguous	and,	therefore,	ineffective	(Nicol,	2010).			
	

- Interaction	between	tutor	and	students	
	
Written	feedback	can	provide	opportunities	for	interaction	between	a	tutor	and	a	student.	Feedback	is	
considered	dialogical	 if	 it	 involves	active	 learner	engagement.	Especially	 in	DE,	 it	 is	really	 important	to	
invite	 the	student’s	 involvement,	 since	 feedback	 is	one	of	 the	 few	opportunities	 for	 interaction,	or,	 in	
some	 cases,	 the	 only	 one	 (Chokwe,	 2015).	 Therefore,	 it	 is	 ideally	 a	 two-way	 process,	 with	 tutors	
providing	comments	and	suggestions	for	improvement	and	students	using	those	comments	to	improve	
(Dowden	et	al.,	2013).		
	
However,	despite	 the	above	 socio-constructivist	 view,	which	 situates	 the	 student	at	 the	 centre	of	 the	
learning	process	and	underscores	the	significance	of	interaction	(Askew	&	Lodge,	2000),	it	is	still	evident	
in	 a	 lot	 of	 higher	 education	 institutions	 that	written	 feedback	 is	monological,	 a	mere	 transmission	 of	
information	from	the	teacher	to	the	students	 (Blair,	Curtis	&	McGinty,	2013).	Weaver	 (2006)	supports	
that	 summative	 assessment	 is	 a	 significant	 reason	 for	 this	 one-way,	 transmission	 mode	 of	 written	
feedback.		
	

- Students’	emotions	
	
The	process	of	receiving	feedback	is	quite	emotional	for	students,	since	they	invest	time	and	effort	and	
engage	 personally	 (Higgins	et	 al.,	 2001).	 In	 some	 studies,	 students	 generally	 express	 positive	 feelings	
towards	written	feedback	because	they	believe	it	helps	them	improve	and	learn.	They	also	claim	that	it	
motivates	them,	encourages	them	and	reduces	their	anxiety	(e.g.	Beaumont	et	al.,	2008).	
	
Notwithstanding	 this,	 it	 is	 argued	 that	 students	 quite	 often	 perceive	 tutors’	 comments	 as	 personal	
judgments	 or	 even	 attacks,	 especially	when	 feedback	 is	 negative	 or	when	 they	 have	 low	 self-esteem	
(Burksaitiene,	 2012).	 As	 a	 result,	 they	 experience	 quite	 negative	 feelings,	 such	 as	 disappointment	 or	
anger,	and	ultimately	become	unreceptive	to	tutor	comments	(Mahfoodh,	2016).		
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- Time	
	
Time	can	be	seen	in	two	different	ways.	First,	there	is	the	time	that	it	takes	to	receive	official	feedback	
after	 the	 completion	of	 an	 assignment.	 The	 importance	of	 prompt	 and	 timely	 feedback	 is	 stressed	 in	
numerous	studies	(e.g.	Li	&	De	Luca,	2014).	Prompt	feedback	contributes	to	student	satisfaction	and	is	
relevant	 and	 useful,	 since	 it	 allows	 for	 sufficient	 time	 to	 process	 it	 and	 then	 move	 to	 the	 next	
assignment	 (Hyland,	 2013b).	 Timely	 feedback	 is	 even	more	 significant	 in	DL,	where	 students	 lack	 the	
opportunity	of	frequent	contact	with	their	tutor	and	peers.	Secondly,	in	a	broader	sense,	time	is	also	the	
moment	when	students	receive	feedback	on	an	assignment,	for	instance	before	starting	writing,	during	
or	after	its	completion.	The	former	could	be	in	the	form	of	guidelines	that	precede	an	assignment	and	is	
particularly	 important,	 since	 it	 helps	 students	 meet	 the	 expectations	 and	 standards	 set	 by	 tutors.	
Moreover,	guidelines	facilitate	instructors’	evaluation	of	students’	performance	(Khowaja	&	Gul,	2014).		
Still,	 once	 again,	 the	 issue	 of	 time	 can	 also	 be	 a	 challenge.	 In	 most	 research	 in	 which	 the	 timing	 of	
feedback	 is	 involved,	many	 students	 complain	of	delayed	 feedback	 (e.g.	Khowaja	&	Gul,	2014).	When	
feedback	is	not	timely,	it	loses	its	effectiveness	and	is	practically	impossible	to	use	in	subsequent	work,	
thus	acquiring	only	a	summative	role	(Hounsell	et	al.,	2008).			
	

- Rubric	with	assessment	criteria	
	
As	stated	above,	assessment	in	the	TESOL	M.Ed.	is	provided	in	a	feedback	form	involving	a	rubric	with	
standardized	assessment	criteria	(see	Appendix	I).	Written	feedback	of	this	form	is	heavily	advocated	in	
the	relevant	 literature,	as	 it	 can	help	students	clarify	 the	goals	of	an	assignment	 (Ghazal	et	al.,	2014),	
understand	their	mark	and	comments	and	increase	their	motivation	to	read	the	comments	carefully	and	
improve	 (Ecclestone,	 2007).	 It	 also	 provides	 a	 minimum	 consistency	 of	 marking	 between	 different	
markers	and	modules,	by	helping	tutors	remain	focused	on	the	specific	goals	of	a	particular	assignment	
(Agius	&	Wilkinson,	2014).		
	
Nonetheless,	 the	 issue	of	 rubrics	has	also	 received	some	criticism.	Feedback	 forms	are	believed	 to	be	
"leading	to	routinisation	in	the	provision	of	(written)	feedback"	(Bailey,	2009,	p.	12).	Students	complain	
that	 the	 comments	 in	 the	 rubrics	 sometimes	 look	 irritatingly	 alike,	 or	 that	 there	 is	 not	 always	
congruency	between	the	criteria,	the	comments	and	the	marks	(Khowaja	&	Gul,	2014).		
	
Among	the	main	weaknesses	of	written	feedback,	we	could	list	the	following:	
	

- Grades	
	
Grades,	 a	 predominant	 issue	 in	 assessment	 literature,	 are	 generally	 documented	 as	 an	 obstacle	 to	
quality	 feedback,	 as	well	 as	 to	motivation	 for	 learning	 (e.g.	 Holmes	&	 Papageorgiou,	 2009).	 Students	
themselves	admit	that,	when	they	receive	grades	along	with	comments,	they	primarily	care	about	the	
grades.	Finally,	by	engaging	the	ego,	grades	can	affect	students’	self-esteem	negatively	(Tuck,	2012).	
		

- Inconsistency	
	
Last	but	not	least,	a	final	weakness	reported	in	several	papers	is	the	lack	of	consistency	in	the	provision	
of	written	feedback,	even	among	members	of	faculty	on	the	same	programme	and	module	(e.g.	Carless	
et	al.,	2011).	In	Ghazal’s	(2014)	and	Hyland’s	(2013b)	research,	students	clearly	identified	this	issue	and	
stressed	the	fact	that	feedback	varied	in	terms	of	quality,	quantity,	effectiveness	and	focus.	
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3. Research	Design	
	

3.1. Method	and	sample	
	
As	already	mentioned	in	the	introduction,	the	main	aim	of	this	research	is	to	explore	the	perceptions	of	
the	students	in	the	M.Ed.	in	TESOL	of	the	HOU	as	regards	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	the	written	
feedback	 they	 receive	 on	 their	 assignments.	More	 specifically,	 the	 following	 four	 research	 questions	
constitute	the	focus	of	the	present	study:	
	

• What	constitutes	effective	written	feedback	for	the	students	of	the	M.Ed.	in	TESOL?	
• What	 are	 the	 strengths	 of	 the	written	 feedback	 provided	 on	 assignments	 from	 the	 students’	

perspective?	
• What	are	the	main	weaknesses	of	written	feedback	from	the	students’	perspective?	
• What	 possible	 changes	 or	 improvements	 need	 to	 be	made	 in	 order	 for	 the	written	 feedback	

provided	to	be	more	effective?	
	

A	 qualitative	 data	 collection	 method,	 that	 of	 interviews,	 was	 followed,	 since	 it	 can	 facilitate	 the	
gathering	 of	 rich	 data	 that	 would	 help	 gain	 deep	 and	 detailed	 understanding	 of	 the	 students’	
perceptions	(Beaumont	et	al.,	2008;	2011).	Another	reason	for	adopting	a	qualitative	method	was	the	
fact	that	most	studies	concerning	students’	perceptions	on	assessment	and	feedback	are	quantitative	in	
nature,	which	also	created	the	need	for	a	different	approach	 (Struyven,	Dochy	and	Janssens,	2005).	 It	
was	 generally	 felt	 that	 students’	 perceptions	 and	 views	 are	 too	 sophisticated	 to	 be	 ‘restricted’	 by	 a	
quantitative	method	(Silverman,	2013).		
	
The	sample	of	 the	present	research,	which	was	chosen	for	reasons	of	availability	and	accessibility	and	
could	 thus	 be	 characterized	 as	 convenient	 (Schlegelmilch,	 Love	&	Diamantopoulos,	 1997),	 consists	 of	
five	 senior	 female	 students,	enrolled	 in	 the	M.Ed.	 in	TESOL	of	 the	HOU.	For	 reasons	of	 confidentiality	
and	anonymity,	numbers	will	 be	used	 for	 reference	 to	a	 specific	 student,	 like,	 for	 instance,	 Student	1	
(S1),	 Student	 2	 (S2)	 and	 so	 on.	 In	 line	 with	 other	 studies	 concerning	 written	 feedback	 which	 follow	
qualitative	methods	 (e.g.	 Hyland,	 2013a),	 the	 number	 of	 participants	 is	 relatively	 small.	 Generally,	 in	
qualitative	research	it	 is	often	recommended	that	a	small	sample	size	 is	preferable	so	as	to	be	able	to	
manage	 the	"many	hundreds	of	bites	of	 information	 from	each	unit	of	data	collection"	 (Ritchie	et	al.,	
2013,	p.	117).	
	
3.2. Instruments	and	procedure	
	
The	 interviews	 conducted	were	 semi-structured,	 since	 the	 aim	was	 “to	 reconstruct	 the	 interviewee's	
subjective	 theory	 about	 the	 issue	 under	 study”	 (Flick,	 2009,	 p.	 156).	 There	were	 eleven	 initial	 open-
ended	questions	about	written	feedback,	provided	in	Appendix	II	below,	while	further	probes	were	used	
whenever	there	was	the	need	to	elicit	fuller	responses.	The	first	two	questions,	asking	about	feedback	
effectiveness	and	its	written	form	respectively,	are	more	general,	leaving	interviewees	room	to	express	
their	views	without	being	confined	within	 the	 interviewer’s	“frame	of	 reference”	 (Flick,	2009,	p.	151).	
The	remaining	eight	questions	were	specifically	targeted	at	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	we	discussed	
in	the	previous	section.	The	final	question	concerned	suggestions	for	improvement.	The	aim	was	to	have	
an	 exploratory	 discussion	 in	which	 the	 students	would	 reflect	 on	 their	 experiences	 and	would	 freely	
express	their	views	on	the	issue	under	discussion.	Using	these	initial	questions	helped	to	remain	focused	
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on	 all	 the	 key	 points	 to	 be	 discussed,	 without,	 however,	 limiting	 the	 participants’	 responses	 (Hopf,	
2000).	
	
All	 interviews	were	conducted	via	 the	 telephone	due	 to	distance	 limitations.	They	were	 recorded	and	
were	 afterwards	 transcribed	 verbatim	 for	 the	 purposes	 of	 the	 analysis,	 using	 the	 transcription	
conventions	by	Drew	(1995,	p.	78,	in	Flick,	2009,	p.	300).	Special	attention	was	paid	to	the	thematizing	
and	coding	of	the	data,	which	was	performed	manually,	since	it	can	be	a	quite	challenging	task	(Spencer	
et	al.,	2003).		
	
4. Presentation	and	discussion	of	the	research	findings	

	
4.1. Effective	written	feedback	parameters	
	
As	 expected,	 all	 students	 referred	 to	 the	 central	 role	 of	 feedback	 in	 their	 progress	 and	 development	
(Question	No.	1).	S3	commented:	Eh	I	think	it	is	effective	and	eh	quite	helpful	because	it	provides	us	with	
all	the	information	about	my	performance	and	eh	also	shows	me	my	strong	points	and	helps	me	improve	
my	 weak	 points.	 This	 view	 is	 widely	 reflected	 in	 the	 relevant	 literature.	 For	 instance,	 Adcroft	 (2011)	
refers	to	the	 influence	of	feedback	 in	students’	 improvement	and	progress.	Moreover,	Hyland	(2013a)	
also	maintains	that	feedback	informs	students	on	their	strengths	and	weaknesses.	
Moreover,	two	students	showed	their	preference	for	formative	feedback.	More	specifically,	S2	referred	
to	feedback	that	helps	her	achieve	a	future	improvement,	while	S4	stressed	the	importance	of	ongoing	
feedback.	 S4	 clearly	 favours	 formative,	ongoing	 feedback	over	 summative,	more	 judgmental	one.	The	
latter	 has	 often	 been	 criticized	 by	 experts	 for	 its	 ‘end-loaded’	 character	 (e.g.	 Hounsell,	 2007),	 while	
formative	feedback	is	considered	helpful	since	it	 ‘feeds	forward’	to	future	work	and	aims	at	 improving	
students’	subsequent	performance	(Shute,	2008).		
	
The	students	were	also	asked	about	 the	significance	of	written	 feedback	specifically	 (Question	No.	2).	
Most	 interviewees	 referred	 to	 the	 nature	 of	 written	 feedback	 and	 highlighted	 the	 fact	 that	 written	
comments	are	permanent	and	‘official’.	For	instance,	S4	replied:	I	think	that	eh	written	feedback	is	more	
valid,	more	powerful.	It	can	have	more	lasting	effects	on	the	person	who	is	reading	it.		
	
4.2. Strengths	and	weaknesses	of	written	feedback	
	
On	the	positive	and	negative	properties	of	written	feedback,	the	students’	opinions	are	presented	right	
below:	
	

- It	facilitates	learning	and	skills	
	
The	students	clearly	acknowledge	the	significance	of	written	feedback	in	the	facilitation	of	learning	and	
skills,	 as	 already	 explained	 in	 4.1	 above.	 As	 S2	 commented:	 Eh	 feedback	 influences	 our	 learning	 and	
achievement.	At	the	same	time	assists	us	to	meet	our	goals	and	learning.	
	
	

- It	is	individualized		
	
Most	of	the	interviewees	seem	to	believe	that	written	feedback	is	personal,	individualized	and	focused.	
Most	characteristically,	S1	said	that	effective	feedback	has	some	general	characteristics,	and	eh	then	has	
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some	 more	 specific	 characteristics	 that	 concerns	 that	 concern	 me.	 Their	 opinion	 agrees	 with	 most	
research	on	the	issue,	which	underlines	the	individualized	attention	offered	to	students	through	written	
feedback	(e.g.	Hyland,	2013b).	
	

- Praises	
	
All	 five	students	were	very	positive	regarding	the	use	of	praise	 in	the	feedback	they	receive	(Question	
No.	3).	They	highlighted	the	fact	that	praises	are	very	important	mostly	for	psychological	reasons,	since	
they	motivate	and	encourage	learners	to	go	on	and	improve.	S1	said:	Praises	are	always	important	even	
if	they	are	six	or	a	hundred	and	six.	So	I	want	praises,	I	want	somebody	to	tell	me	you’ve	done	nice	work.	
This	 view	 is	 confirmed	 by	 other	 studies	 in	 which	 students	 also	 report	 that	 praises	 affect	 their	
performance	 and	 self-esteem	 positively	 (e.g.	Mahfoodh,	 2016).	 Conversely,	 although	 in	 some	 studies	
tutors	are	cautioned	against	including	too	many	praises	in	their	feedback	because	they	can	detract	from	
performance	 (e.g.	 Getzlaf	 et	 al.,	 2009),	 the	 students	 in	 this	 research	 did	 not	 generally	 agree	 that	 an	
excess	of	praises	as	against	other,	more	substantial,	comments	is	negative	or	harmful.		
	

- Emphasis	on	content,	detail,	specificity	and	clarity	
	
The	next	two	questions	examined	the	issues	of	clarity	and	content	of	feedback	respectively	(Questions	
No.	4	and	5).	As	regards	the	issue	of	clarity,	the	students	were	divided	in	their	opinions.	Students	1	and	2	
generally	 felt	 that	 the	 feedback	 they	 received	was	 ambiguous	 or	 too	 general.	 Similar	 complaints	 are	
documented	in	a	lot	of	papers,	in	which	students	believe	that	vague	and	general	feedback	is	ineffective	
and	unhelpful	(e.g.	Nicol,	2010).	
	
By	 contrast,	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 students	 did	 not	 report	 any	 particular	 problems	 regarding	 the	 clarity	 of	
feedback.	 Eh	 especially	 when	 the	 tutors	 were	 quite	 analytic,	 and	 explained	 the	 the	 points	 they	 eh	
mentioned	thoroughly,	 then	 feedback	was	 really	helpful.	 I	wanted	 to	be	able	 to	understand	what	 they	
needed	 from	me,	 so	as	 to	 improve,	 to	get	better	 for	 the	next	assignment	 (S5).	 Focused	and	analytical	
feedback	 is	 also	 advocated	 in	 Poulos	 &	Mahony	 (2008),	 while	 other	 researchers	 focus	 more	 on	 the	
clarity	of	the	comments	(e.g.	Calfoglou	et	al.,	2011).		
	
Unlike	the	issue	of	clarity,	the	students	had	quite	similar	views	as	regards	the	content	of	feedback.	More	
specifically,	 they	stressed	that	 feedback	should	 focus	on	the	content	of	 the	assignment	 instead	of	 the	
surface	features	of	 language.	The	same	view	is	supported	 in	a	 lot	of	studies,	 in	which	 it	 is	argued	that	
the	emphasis	of	written	feedback	should	be	on	the	content	of	an	assignment	(e.g.	Ghazal	et	al.,	2014).	
Still,	it	is	common	practice	among	teachers	to	focus	more	on	the	technical	aspects	of	an	assignment	(e.g.	
Karagianni,	 present	 volume,	 Stern	 &	 Solomon,	 2006).	 The	 data	 from	 the	 interviews	 indicate	 that	
students	are	in	favour	of	‘content-focused’	feedback.	As	S2	stated,	Ehh	again	I	remember	that	there	was	
only	one	of	the	instructors	that	sent	our	assignment	back	with	the	eh	where	he	was	spotting	where	are	
our	mistakes.	Where	the	lines	and	the	pages,	but	they	were	more	grammatical	mistakes,	not	much	of	the	
content.	I	think	eh	they	should	focus	more	on	content.	
	
A	point	that	most	students	raised	is	that	effective	feedback	should	include	some	general	comments,	but	
the	 emphasis	 should	 be	 placed	 on	 specific	 comments	 regarding	 their	 performance	 on	 a	 specific	
assignment	(see	Question	No.	1	again).	At	the	same	time,	the	comments	should	be	analytical	and	clear	
enough	so	as	not	 to	allow	any	 room	for	misinterpretation.	Quite	characteristically,	S5	 said:	"As	 I	 said,	
feedback	 should	 be	 analytic,	 eh	 clear,	 thorough	 and	 help	 me	 improve".	 It	 was	 no	 surprise	 that	 the	
majority	of	students	highlighted	this	element,	since,	as	noted	above,	the	value	of	detailed	and	specific	
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feedback	 is	constantly	stressed	and	 is	considered	one	of	 its	principal	 strengths	 (e.g.	Gibbs	&	Simpson,	
2005).		
	
	

- Students’	emotions	
	
Naturally,	 most	 students	 reported	 that	 feedback	 affects	 them	 emotionally,	 both	 positively	 and	
negatively,	depending	on	 the	comments	and	grades	 they	 receive	 (Question	No.	7).	Regarding	positive	
feedback,	all	students	expressed	satisfaction.	They	said	that	it	motivates	them	to	continue,	it	raises	their	
self-esteem	 and	 gives	 them	 encouragement.	 These	 findings	 agree	 with	 other	 research	 findings,	 as	
documented	 above,	 which	 also	 shows	 that	 DL	 students	 are	 satisfied	 and	 express	 a	 positive	 attitude	
towards	written	 feedback,	 for	 the	same	reasons	as	 the	students	 in	 the	present	 study	 (e.g.	Mahfoodh,	
2016).		
	
However,	the	interviewees	also	expressed	dissatisfaction	over	negative	feedback.	More	specifically,	they	
said	 that	 negative	 comments	 or	 low	 grades	 disappoint	 them,	 demotivate	 them	 and	 ultimately	make	
them	give	up.	S4	commented:	 I	 feel	demotivated,	 I	think	I	was,	 I	didn’t	want	to	move	on,	to	eh	I	was	I	
was	I	kept	thinking	about	it	and	I	couldn’t	move	to	the	next	assignment,	you	know?	Again,	the	literature	
review	above	also	confirms	that,	when	feedback	 is	negative,	students	get	hurt	and	ultimately	become	
unreceptive	 to	 tutor	 comments	 or	 opt	 out	 (e.g.	 Burksaitiene,	 2012).	 Thus,	 as	 regards	 the	 issue	 of	
emotions,	the	students’	opinions	show	that	it	can	be	either	a	strength	or	a	weakness,	depending	on	the	
quality	and	positiveness	of	the	feedback	provided.		
	
	

- Time	
	
Time	was	 the	next	point	 to	be	discussed	 (Question	No.	8).	As	 regards	 the	 first	 interpretation	of	 time,	
namely,	how	 long	 it	 takes	to	receive	official	 feedback	after	submitting	an	assignment,	all	 students	but	
one	consider	 that	 they	generally	 receive	 their	 feedback	without	any	significant	delay.	S2	was	 the	only	
one	to	complain	about	the	timing	of	feedback	in	some	modules.	This	view	agrees	with	other	research	in	
which	 it	 is	 stressed	 that	 timely	 feedback	 is	 important	 in	 order	 to	 be	 of	 maximum	 use	 (e.g.	 Hyland,	
2013b).	 Still,	 the	 fact	 that	most	 interviewees	 are	 satisfied	with	 the	 timing	of	 their	 feedback	 contrasts	
with	 most	 research	 on	 the	 issue,	 which	 reveals	 student’	 dissatisfaction	 over	 delayed	 and	 ineffective	
feedback	(e.g.	Khowaja	&	Gul,	2014).	
	
Concerning	 the	 second	 interpretation	 of	 time,	 that	 is	 whether	 students	 receive	 additional	 feedback	
before,	 during	 or	 only	 after	 writing	 an	 assignment,	 all	 students	 admitted	 that	 they	 would	 definitely	
benefit	from	guidelines	before	an	assignment	or	from	receiving	feedback	on	a	draft	while	in	the	process	
of	writing.	For	 instance,	S2	said:	 I	 think	 it	would	be	helpful	 to	 receive	 feedback	on	a	draft.	Eh	you	can	
send	 a	 draft	 earlier	 to	 your	 instructor	 and	 ehh	 he	 he	 checks	 for	 if	 you	 are	moving	 on	 the	 right	 path,	
because	sometimes	you	feel	lost	in	the	assignment.	On	the	other	hand,	some	students	reported	that	in	
the	 event	 of	 being	 absent	 from	 a	 face-to-face	 meeting,	 they	 are	 basically	 left	 without	 any	 help	 or	
guidance	 regarding	 the	 assignments.	 Providing	 guidelines	 is	 considered	 a	 really	 important	 aspect	 of	
feedback	 in	 the	 relevant	 literature	 (e.g.	Handley	&	Williams,	2011),	especially	 in	 the	distance	 learning	
context	of	the	M.Ed.	in	TESOL.	To	sum	up,	the	issue	of	time	is	generally	considered	a	strength	as	regards	
its	first	interpretation	and	a	challenge	as	regards	its	second.	
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- Rubric	with	assessment	criteria	
	
The	next	question	(Question	No.	9)	concerned	the	structure	of	written	feedback.	As	already	mentioned,	
feedback	 in	the	HOU	entails	a	rubric	with	five	pre-defined	criteria	along	with	an	overall	comment	and	
grade	(see	Appendix	I).	The	students’	views	on	this	issue	were	divided.	More	specifically,	students	3	and	
4	had	a	positive	view	as	regards	the	use	of	the	rubric.	As	S3	commented:	The	rubric.	Ehh	the	rubric	ok,	
it’s	quite	detailed,	comprehensive,	analytical,	eh	generally	speaking	my	opinion	is	positive.	Their	opinion	
is	 consistent	 with	 a	 large	 body	 of	 research,	 as	 noted	 above,	 in	 which	 the	 use	 of	 rubrics	 is	 strongly	
supported	because	it	was	found	that	they	help	students	clarify	the	specifics	of	an	assignment	(Ghazal	et	
al.,	 2014),	 understand	 their	mark	and	 comments	or	 increase	 their	motivation	 to	 improve	 (Ecclestone,	
2007).	
	
On	the	other	hand,	the	rest	of	the	students	had	more	negative	views,	with	students	2	and	5	pointing	to	
the	 fact	 that	 the	 comments	 were	 often	 quite	 similar,	 although	 addressing	 different	 students,	 or	
insufficient.	 This	 view	gains	 support	 from	 the	 relevant	 literature,	with	 students	 in	 some	 research	also	
complaining	about	 the	quality	of	 the	comments	 in	 rubrics	 (e.g.	Williams	&	Smith,	2017).	Generally,	all	
students	 seemed	 to	 prefer	 a	 combination	 of	 this	 rubric	 form	 with	 specific	 comments	 on	 their	
assignments,	thus	showing	that	the	rubric	is	probably	not	a	sufficient	form	of	feedback	on	its	own.		
	

- Interaction	between	tutor	and	students	
	
As	 regards	 interaction,	 all	 students	 stressed	 the	 importance	 of	 having	 good	 and	 frequent	
communication	with	the	instructors,	 in	a	number	of	ways	(Question	No.	6).	Most	students,	such	as	S3,	
mentioned	the	phone	and	e-mails,	while	S2	focused	mostly	on	the	contact	sessions,	which	she	thought	
were	a	bit	ineffective,	since	the	feedback	that	was	given	in	these	meetings	was	quite	limited.	Generally,	
with	 the	 exception	 of	 S4,	 who	 was	 content	 with	 the	 level	 of	 interaction	 with	 the	 tutors,	 all	 other	
students	 seemed	 somehow	 dissatisfied	 and	would	 surely	wish	 they	were	 able	 to	 communicate	more	
with	their	tutors.		
	
It	is	evident	from	the	above	comments	that	interaction	with	the	instructors	as	regards	written	feedback	
is	mostly	 a	 weak	 point	 in	 the	 TESOL	M.Ed.	 This	 comes	 as	 no	 surprise,	 since	 there	 are	 quite	 a	 lot	 of	
studies	confirming	that	feedback	is	a	monological	process	 in	a	 lot	of	higher	education	institutions	(e.g.	
Blair	&	McGinty,	2013;	Blair	et	al.,	2013).	According	to	Boud	&	Molloy	(2013)	as	well	as	Weaver	(2006),	
the	fact	that	feedback	 is	mostly	summative,	as	 in	the	case	of	the	HOU,	 is	an	 important	reason	for	this	
one-way	communication.		
	

- Grades		
	
As	expected,	most	students	said	that	they	cared	a	lot	about	the	grades	they	received	(Question	No.	10).	
What	 is	 more,	 some	 of	 them	 admitted	 that	 they	 were	 interested	 only	 in	 the	 grades,	 neglecting	 the	
accompanying	 comments.	 The	 same	 view	 is	 supported	 in	 other	 research,	 where	 the	 students	
participating	also	admit	that	they	primarily	care	about	the	grades	(e.g.	Tuck,	2012).	S2	commented:	If	I	
was	satisfied	with	the	grade,	eh	the	comments	were	not	of	so	importance,	showing	that	the	presence	of	
grades	can	undermine	the	value	of	comments.	Moreover,	some	students	mentioned	that	grades	often	
affected	them	emotionally.	Once	again,	this	negative	effect	of	grades,	which	can	harm	the	students’	self-
esteem,	complies	with	research	findings	so	far	(Carless,	2006).	Clearly,	the	presence	of	grades	along	with	
comments	is	a	weakness	of	the	written	feedback	the	students	receive.	
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- Inconsistency		
	
Throughout	 the	 interviews,	 the	 students	 often	 stated	 that	 they	 experienced	 inconsistent	 practices	
across	 different	 modules	 and	 tutors.	 This	 inconsistency	 concerned	 several	 aspects	 of	 the	 written	
feedback,	 such	 as	 the	 level	 of	 interaction,	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 comments,	 the	 timing	 and	 the	 level	 of	
clarity.	 The	 same	 issue	 is	 highlighted	 in	 other	 research,	 in	 which	 it	 is	 supported	 that	 the	 lack	 of	
consistency	 is	a	 frequent	challenge	as	 regards	written	 feedback	 (e.g.	Beaumont	et	al.,	2011;	Poulos	&	
Mahony,	2008).	
	
4.3. Students’	improvement	proposals		
	
The	 suggestion	 that	 was	 most	 frequently	 made	 by	 the	 students	 was	 that	 peer	 feedback	 should	 be	
practiced	during	their	studies.	Most	students	referred	to	peer	feedback	as	a	significant	way	to	improve	
the	whole	 process.	 For	 S2,	 for	 instance,	 such	 a	 practice	would	 be	 helpful	 because	 she	 relies	 a	 lot	 on	
communication	 and	 co-operation	 with	 her	 peers.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 S5	 stressed	 the	 fact	 that	 the	
different	roles	required	when	providing	peer	 feedback	can	be	very	helpful:	Eh	 I’d	 like	peer	 feedback,	 I	
think	it	makes	us	more	responsible,	eh	we	get	a	different	perspective,	you	know,	being	the	corrector	and	
the	 the	 writer.	 In	 the	 relevant	 literature,	 the	 importance	 of	 being	 able	 to	 act	 as	 an	 assessor	 is	 also	
highlighted,	 since	 the	 skills	 acquired	 from	 such	 a	 practice	 are	 subsequently	 transferred	 to	 one’s	 own	
work	 (e.g.	 Topping,	 1998;	 2010).	 Nonetheless,	 two	 students	 were	 somehow	 cautious	 about	 this	
proposal,	since	they	feel	that	it	may	be	difficult	to	implement	peer	feedback	or	that	issues	of	trust	and	
ability	could	obstruct	the	whole	process.	The	same	issue	is	discussed	in	Evans	(2013),	who	also	reports	
that	 the	success	of	 such	a	practice	 is	questionable	due	 to	 issues	of	 trust,	 confidence,	 inability	or	 time	
constraints.		
	
Some	 students	 also	 suggested	 that	 it	 would	 be	 really	 helpful	 to	 disengage	 the	 comments	 from	 the	
grades,	stressing	the	summative	nature	of	grades.	Feedback	should	be	in	the	form	of	comments	and	not	
grades,	because	in	this	phase,	in	this	time	we	develop	ourselves,	we	learn,	even	as	teachers	we	learn.	So,	
the	 focus	should	not	be	on	the	grade,	 the	 focus	should	be	on	comments,	of	amendments	 in	our	 in	our	
work	 (S1).	 The	 same	 proposal	 can	 be	 found	 in	 quite	 a	 few	 studies,	 in	 which	 it	 is	 argued	 that	 the	
summative	 role	 of	 grades	 is	 questionable,	 while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 student	 engagement	 with	 the	
feedback	is	impeded	(e.g.	Carless,	2006).	
	
Another	suggestion	made	by	the	interviewees	is	the	need	to	update	and	upgrade	the	studies	in	the	HOU	
technologically.	 This	 proposal	 comes	 as	 no	 surprise,	 since,	 as	 already	 noted,	 the	 HOU	 demonstrates	
some	 deficiencies	 in	 the	 use	 of	 ICT,	 especially	 if	 compared	 to	 other	 distance	 learning	 institutions	
(Koustourakis	et	al.,	2008).	As	expected,	 the	use	of	 ICT	 is	heavily	 supported	 in	a	 lot	of	 research,	 since	
more	and	more	studies	show	that	 it	can	help	to	establish	a	more	dialogical	approach	to	feedback	(e.g.	
Gipps,	2005).	Moreover,	 increasing	the	use	of	 ICT	would	simplify	the	demanding	role	of	the	 instructor	
when	providing	feedback,	especially	on	the	issue	of	timely	feedback	(Agius	&	Wilkinson,	2014).	
	
Finally,	 two	 students	 referred	 to	 changes	 in	 the	 rubric	 procedure,	 either	 by	 implying	 that	 the	 pre-
defined	 criteria	 should	 not	 be	 used,	 or	 by	 suggesting	 some	 different	 criteria:	Maybe	 the	 pre-defined	
rubrics,	the	form,	I	would	think	that	it	has	to	change	because	all	of	the	four	years	of	my	studies	was	the	
same.	Maybe	it’s	time	to	change	the	form	of	marking,	eh	be	more	descriptive	(S2).	Ehh	what	changes	eh	
maybe	there	should	be	another	criterion	according	to	which	ehh	the	criterion	let’s	say	of	innovativeness,	
innovative	ideas.	Eh	or	maybe	(coughs)	the	criterion	of	research,	how	or	to	what	extent	the	instructor	got	
eh	 the	 idea	 that	 you	 had	 done	 quite	 eh	 a	 big	 research,	 extensive	 research	 (S3).	 Within	 a	 broader	
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perspective,	Rae	and	Cochrane	(2008)	also	suggest	that	the	feedback	policy	be	a	product	of	negotiation	
between	the	faculty	and	the	students,	thus	ensuring	maximum	utility.		
	
5. Implications,	limitations	and	suggestions	for	further	research	

	
5.1. Implications	
	
The	present	study	has	some	interesting	implications	for	the	highly	significant	issue	of	written	feedback	
on	DL	assignments.	First,	as	regards	the	form	of	written	feedback,	the	students’	responses	suggest	that	
they	would	surely	prefer	to	have	a	role	in	the	process,	for	instance	in	the	act	of	postulating	assessment	
criteria.	Within	a	broader	perspective,	it	is	suggested	that	students	be	more	involved	in	all	the	stages	of	
feedback	provision,	from	the	negotiation	of	the	feedback	policy	to	the	inclusion	of	alternative	and	more	
student-centred	 feedback	 forms,	 such	 as	 peer	 feedback	 (Topping,	 1998;	 2010;	 Vickerman,	 2009).	 The	
need	for	broader	student	involvement	is	also	supported	by	several	researchers	and	this	calls	for	greater	
awareness	of	the	students’	needs	(e.g.	Evans,	2013).		
	
Another	implication	of	the	findings	of	this	study	is	that	feedback	should	serve	more	formative	purposes,	
by	 focusing	 more	 on	 the	 students’	 development	 and	 future	 progression,	 instead	 of	 being	 primarily	
summative	and	marks-focused	(e.g.	Hounsell	et	al.,	2008).		
	
Finally,	it	was	evident	from	the	research	findings	that	the	students	are	in	need	of	a	more	sophisticated	
and	 updated	 ICT	 support	 system.	 As	 already	 discussed	 above,	 this	 is	 a	 central	 issue	 in	 all	 distance	
learning	institutions	(Koustourakis	et	al.,	2008).	It	is	thus	essential	that	the	use	of	ICT	be	upgraded	so	as	
to	cater	for	the	diverse	needs	of	DL	students.		
	
5.2. Limitations	of	present	study	and	suggestions	for	further	research	
	
Needless	to	say,	there	are	 limitations	to	this	research.	One	 limitation	concerns	the	size	of	the	sample.	
Although	 it	 can	generally	be	considered	satisfactory	 for	 the	purposes	of	qualitative	 research	 (Weaver,	
2006),	as	suggested	above,	the	specific	students’	perceptions	on	the	issue	of	written	feedback	are	not	
necessarily	representative	of	a	broader	student	population.	Another	factor	that	could	possibly	limit	the	
generalizability	 of	 the	 research	 findings	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 sample	was	 quite	 homogeneous,	with	 all	
students	being	female	and	having	attended	almost	the	same	modules.	
	
Considering	the	above	limitations,	it	is	only	natural	to	suggest	that	a	larger	study,	with	a	more	expanded	
sample	 is	 required.	 Larger-scale	 research	would	 be	 able	 to	 validate	 the	 findings	 of	 the	 present	work,	
either	by	confirming	the	results	of	this	study	or	by	yielding	different	ones.	Moreover,	in	order	to	be	able	
to	include	more	participants,	future	research	could	follow	a	mixed	methodology,	combining	qualitative	
and	quantitative	methods	(Creswell,	2013).	 It	would	also	be	interesting	to	include	staff	perceptions	on	
the	 important	 issue	 of	 effective	 feedback	 provision.	 According	 to	 Lea	 &	 Street	 (1998),	 student	 and	
teacher	 perceptions	 differ	 a	 lot	 quite	 often,	 so	 a	 comparative	 study	 would	 be	 quite	 helpful	 and	
enlightening.		
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Appendix	I	
 

The	assignment	feedback	form	provided	in	the	M.Ed.	in	TESOL	
ANALYTIC	MARKING	

	
CONTENT	–	Rationale	&	analysis	 10	 9	 8	 7	 6	 5	 4	 1	
Comment:			 		
	
CONTENT	–	Use	of	literature	 10	 9	 8	 7	 6	 5	 4	 	
Comment:	 	
	
CONTENT	–	Application	of	principles	to	
practice	 10	 9	 8	 7	 6	 5	 4	

	

Comment:	 	
	
STRUCTURE	–	Organisation	&	structure	 10	 9	 8	 7	 6	 5	 4	 	
Comment:			 	
	
STRUCTURE	–	Presentation	and	Language	 10	 9	 8	 7	 6	 5	 4	 	
Comment:		 		

	
	
OVERALL					 10	 9	 8	 7	 6	 5	 4	 	
Comment:			 	

	
Υπογραφή	Καθηγητή:	
	
___________________	

                                                
1		Although	a	full	scale	is	not	included,	students	might	receive	less	than	4.	
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Appendix	II	
	

The	interview	questions	
	

1. Generally	speaking,	do	you	believe	that	the	feedback	on	your	assignments	is	effective	and	helpful?	
In	what	ways?	

2. Why	is	it	important	that	feedback	is	written?	
3. How	much	do	you	value	praises?	Do	you	think	they	are	necessary	or	not?	
4. Do	you	consider	that	feedback	is	generally	clear	or	ambiguous	and	why?		
5. What	 is	your	view	concerning	feedback	focusing	on	surface	features	of	 language,	 like	grammatical	

errors,	for	example?		
6. What	are	your	comments	on	the	level	of	interaction	with	the	instructor	as	regards	the	feedback	you	

receive,	especially	in	such	a	distance	learning	context?	
7. Does	feedback	affect	you	emotionally?	In	what	ways?	
8. What	about	the	timing	of	your	feedback?	
9. What	is	your	opinion	about	its	structure	(the	fact	that	there	is	a	rubric	with	pre-defined	criteria)?	Do	

you	receive	any	in-text	comments,	too?	
10. Do	you	pay	equal	attention	to	both	the	grades	and	the	comments?	Why/Why	not?	
11. What	changes	or	amendments	as	regards	feedback	in	its	current	form	would	you	propose?	
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