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The	study	presented	in	this	article	explores	a	major	issue	of	distance	learners’	life:	isolation.	
Isolation	is	a	non-productive	emotional	state,	the	presence	or	absence	of	which	can	make	a	
difference	 between	 a	 successful	 and	 an	 unsuccessful	 learning	 experience.	 	 Yet,	 no	 studies	
have	 been	performed	 exploring	 the	 relationship	 between	 isolation	 and	written	 assignment	
feedback	 in	 the	context	of	 the	M.	Ed.	 in	TESOL	programme	of	 the	Hellenic	Open	University	
(HOU).	Our	purpose,	thus,	was	to	explore	the	dimensions	of	isolation	in	this	distance	learning	
context	 and	 discover	 the	 feedback	 properties	 that	 can	 reduce	 this	 feeling	 for	 those	 who	
experience	it.	A	sample	of	58	students	on	the	specific	course	completed	a	questionnaire	and	6	
interviews	 were	 also	 conducted	 for	 clarification	 and	 triangulation	 purposes.	 The	
questionnaire	 data	 was	 analysed	 with	 the	 use	 of	 SPSS.	 Frequencies	 and	 medians	 were	
calculated	 for	 Likert	 scale	 items	 and	 correlation	 tests	 were	 performed	 to	 determine	 the	
interplay	 between	 specific	 variables.	 Isolation	 was	 examined	 through	 the	 lens	 of	
transactional	 distance	 and,	 specifically,	 by	measuring	 the	 attitudes	 of	 the	 learners	 on	 the	
course	 towards	 the	 variables	 that	 constitute	 transactional	 distance.	 Our	 research	 showed	
that	 isolation	exists.	 It	 also	 showed	 that	 strengthening	 the	 tutor-learner	dialogue,	 peer-to-
peer	 communication	 and	 the	 bond	 of	 the	 student	 community	 through	 feedback	 provision	
could	play	an	important	role	in	the	battle	against	it.		
	

�	
	
Η	 παρούσα	 μελέτη	 έχει	 ως	 στόχο	 τη	 διερεύνηση	 ενός	 ζητήματος	 που	 φαίνεται	 να	 είναι	
μείζον	 για	 τους	 εξ	 αποστάσεως	 σπουδαστές:	 την	 απομόνωση.	 Ως	 απομόνωση	 στην	
εκπαίδευση	 από	 απόσταση,	 ορίζουμε	 μια	 αντιπαραγωγική	 συναισθηματική	 κατάσταση,	 η	
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απουσία	ή	η	παρουσία	της	οποίας	μπορεί	να	επηρεάσει	ισχυρά	την	πορεία	ενός	σπουδαστή.	
Λόγω	 της	 έλλειψης	 ερευνών	επικεντρωμένων	στην	αλληλεπίδραση	ανάμεσα	στο	αίσθημα	
της	 απομόνωσης	 και	 την	 ανατροφοδότηση	 στα	 πλαίσια	 του	 προγράμματος	 Διδακτική	 της	
Αγγλικής	ως	Ξένης/Διεθνούς	Γλώσσας	του	ΕΑΠ,	αποφασίσαμε	να	διερευνήσουμε	την	σχέση	
ανάμεσα	στους	δυο	αυτούς	παράγοντες	και	να	ανιχνεύσουμε	τις	αρχές	που	θα	έπρεπε	να	
διέπουν	 την	ανατροφοδότηση	ώστε	 να	ελαχιστοποιηθεί	 το	αίσθημα	 της	απομόνωσης	που	
βιώνουν	 οι	 φοιτητές.	 Ένα	 δείγμα	 αποτελούμενο	 από	 58	 φοιτητές	 του	 προγράμματος	
συμμετείχε	στο	ποσοτικό	μέρος	της	έρευνας	συμπληρώνοντας	ένα	ερωτηματολόγιο,	ενώ	έξι	
φοιτητές	 συμμετείχαν	 σε	 μια	 διαδικασία	 συνέντευξης,	 η	 οποία	 διεξήχθη	 για	 λόγους	
τριγωνοποίησης	 και	 μελέτης	 των	 δεδομένων	 σε	 μεγαλύτερο	 βάθος.	 Τα	 δεδομένα	 των	
ερωτηματολογίων	αναλύθηκαν	με	το	στατιστικό	πακέτο	SPSS,	υπολογίζοντας	συχνότητες	και	
διαμέσους	 για	 τις	 τιμές	 των	 μεταβλητών	 της	 κλίμακας	 Likert.	 Επίσης,	 διερευνήθηκαν	 οι	
συσχετισμοί	 ανάμεσα	 σε	 συγκεκριμένες	 μεταβλητές.	 Το	 αίσθημα	 της	 απομόνωσης	
εξετάστηκε	μέσω	της	απόστασης	συναλλαγής	και,	συγκεκριμένα,	εξετάζοντας	τη	στάση	των	
φοιτητών	 απέναντι	 στο	 πρόγραμμα	 σε	 σχέση	 με	 τους	 παράγοντες	 που	 ρυθμίζουν	 την	
απόσταση	 συναλλαγής.	 Η	 έρευνά	 μας	 έδειξε	 ότι	 το	 αίσθημα	 της	 απομόνωσης	 είναι	 ένα	
υπαρκτό	πρόβλημα.	Ακόμη,	έγινε	φανερό	ότι	η	ενδυνάμωση	της	συνδιαλλαγής	σπουδαστή-
διδάσκοντα,	 της	 επικοινωνίας	 ανάμεσα	 στους	 σπουδαστές	 και	 του	 δεσμού	 της	
σπουδαστικής	 κοινότητας	 	 μέσω	 της	 παροχής	 ανατροφοδότησης	 μπορεί	 να	 παίξει	
καθοριστικό	ρόλο	στην	μάχη	ενάντια	στην	απομόνωση	των	φοιτητών.	
	
Key	 words:	 isolation,	 community,	 transactional	 distance,	 dialogic	 feedback,	 socio-
constructivism,	distance	learning	
	
	
	
	
1.	Community	and	learning:	an	introduction	
	
The	 survival	 of	 our	 species	 was	 never	 about	 physical	 strength.	 Our	 capacity	 for	 creating	
communities	and	our	capacity	for	learning	and	elaboration	on	that	learning	is	what	made	us	
thrive.	 Learning	 takes	 place	 in	 groups	 and	 knowledge-making	 is	 a	 process	 that	 requires	 a	
community.	 Back	 in	 the	 4th	 century	 BCE,	 in	 his	Politics,	 Aristotle	 pointed	 out	 exactly	 that:	
Learning	has	to	involve	interaction	with	one’s	environment	and	being	isolated	is	not	a	state	
that	 fits	 humans.	 Humans,	 according	 to	 Aristotle,	 are	 born	 to	 form	 social	 partnerships	 of	
various	kinds	in	order	to	avoid	isolation	and	these	partnerships	are	central	to	the	creation	of	
knowledge.	 Nevertheless,	 isolation	 is	 not	 always	 abolished	 in	 the	 company	 of	 others.	
Loneliness	 is	not	confined	 to	 the	physical	absence	of	 someone	and	 this	 is	essentially	what	
the	snake	says	to	the	Little	Prince,	centuries	after	Aristotle:	“It	is	lonely	when	you’re	among	
people,	too”	(Saint-Exupéry,	1943).		
	
Aristotle’s	view	became	extremely	influential	in	the	field	of	education.	Socio-constructivism,	
building	 on	 these	 premises,	 maintains	 that	 you	 cannot	 take	 humans	 out	 of	 their	
environment	 and	 you	 cannot	 take	 the	 environment	 out	 of	 the	 human,	 emphasizing	 the	
importance	 of	 “dialogue,	 conversation,	 argument,	 and	 the	 justification	 of	 student	 and	
teacher	 opinions	 in	 a	 social	 setting”	 (Matthews,	 1993,	 p.	 359)	 in	 order	 for	 learning	 to	
flourish.	 And,	 although	we	 tend	 to	 forget	 about	 it	 sometimes,	 this	 is	 true	 for	 all	 kinds	 of	
learners	 and	 education	 settings,	 from	 the	 very	 early	 stages	 of	 our	 development	 up	 to	
university	education	and	beyond.				
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In	what	follows,	I	will	attempt	to	show	the	importance	of	community	for	Distance	Learning	
(DL)	university	programmes	and	the	repercussions	of	the	lack	of	community	for	students	and	
their	 academic	achievement.	 Initially,	 I	will	 delve	 into	DL	 students’	 feeling	of	 isolation	and	
transactional	 distance,	 that	 is	 the	 reason	 behind	 it.	 I	 will	 then	 analyze	 the	 factors	 that	
parameterize	 transactional	distance	and	explore	ways	 to	anticipate	and	prevent	 it	 through	
the	use	of	written	assignment	feedback.	Finally,	the	study	performed	will	be	presented	and	
its	results	and	implications	for	DL	will	be	discussed.		
	
	
2.	Community	and	distance	Learning	
	
Belonging	 to	 a	 community	 has	 been	 shown	 to	 be	 important	 for	 university	 students	 of	 all	
kinds	by	playing	a	significant	role	 in	both	one’s	academic	and	one’s	personal	development	
(Lee	 &	 Chan,	 2007;	 Venter,	 2003).	 In	 the	 context	 of	 (DL),	 however,	 this	 appears	 to	 be	
problematic.	 Distance	 seems	 to	 play	 a	 major	 role	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 success	 of	 a	 DL	
programme,	as	 it	has	been	 found	 to	 seriously	affect	 students’	 satisfaction,	motivation	and	
academic	 performance	 (Cereijo	 et	 al.,	 2001;	 Wegerif,	 1998).	 In	 addition,	 it	 has	 been	
demonstrated	 that	 DL	 programmes	 tend	 to	 have	 the	 highest	 drop-out	 rates	 (Carr,	 2000;	
Rovai,	2002;	Yukselturk	&	Inan,	2006).		
	
This	tendency	can	be	traced	back	to	the	isolation	these	students	experience	because	of	the	
distance	 and	 the	 limited	 interaction	 with	 the	 tutor	 and/or	 their	 fellow	 students	 that	 this	
distance	entails	(Delahoussaye	&	Zemke,	2001;	Egbert	&	Thomas,	2001;	Hipp,	1997).		In	DL,	
it	 is	 easy	 for	 learners	 to	 become	 detached	 not	 only	 from	 their	 tutors	 but	 also	 from	 their	
fellow	students	or	their	course	because	of	lack	of	face-to-face	contact	(Dickey,	2004;	Ibrahim	
et	 al.,	 2007)	 --	 or	 due	 to	 face-to-face	 contact	 that	 is	 perceived	 as	 insufficient	 --	 and	 that	
interferes	 with	 their	 motivation	 in	 a	 negative	 way	 (Wood,	 1996).	 Talking	 about	 isolation	
caused	by	 distance	 in	 a	 21st	 century	 educational	 context	might	 sound	odd,	 for,	 hasn’t	 the	
Internet	helped	to	bridge	distances	between	people?	Well,	albeit	relevant,	it	is	not	physical	
distance	or	physical	distance	alone	that	is	being	referred	to	here.	
	
	
3.	Transactional	distance	
	
Apart	 from	 the	 separation	 of	 our	 physical	 bodies,	 then,	 DL	 also	 entails	 a	 separation	 of	
perceptions	 and	 understandings,	 which	 must	 be	 reduced	 if	 effective	 learning	 is	 to	 occur	
(Moore,	1991).	The	distance	described	above	 is	 termed	“transactional	distance”	by	Moore	
(1980)	 and	 seems	 to	 be	 the	 main	 cause	 of	 isolation	 in	 DL	 programmes.	 Transactional	
Distance	is,	according	to	Moore	(1991),	“a	space	of	potential	misunderstanding	between	the	
inputs	of	 instructor	and	 those	of	 the	 learner”	 (p.	3).	 This	perceptual	distance	 is	present	 in	
every	 educational	 transaction	 (Moore,	 1993)	 and	might	 be	 based	 on	 demographic	 factors	
such	as	age	and	gender,	cultural	differences	or	different	mindsets.		
	
According	to	Galusha	(1998),	isolation	is	caused	by	transactional	distance	and	it	can	seriously	
dampen	distance	 learners’	urge	for	academic	development	by	making	the	 learning	process	
even	more	complicated	for	them.	This	can	result	in	lack	of	willingness	and	confidence	on	the	
part	 of	 the	 learner	 and	 can	 make	 them	 gradually	 detach	 themselves	 from	 the	 learning	
process,	 affecting	 their	 performance	 in	 a	 negative	 way.	 Wheeler	 (2007)	 maintains	 that	
perceptual	distances	have	profound	effects	on	learners	who	are	separated	from	their	tutors	
for	 long	 chunks	 of	 time;	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 are	 distanced	 from	 the	 academic	 community,	
unable	to	regularly	debate	and	socialize	with	their	peers	and	tutors,	may	lead	to	heightened	
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feelings	of	distance,	inadequacy	and	insecurity,	and	a	lack	of	confidence	in	their	own	abilities	
(Wheeler,	2007;	Wood,	1996).	In	these	conditions	the	learner-instructor	dialogue	is	affected	
both	 quantitatively	 and	 qualitatively,	 increasing	 transactional	 distance.	 Therefore,	
misunderstandings,	 misapprehension	 of	 the	 tutor’s	 contribution	 to	 the	 dialogue	 or	 of	
feedback	 are	more	 than	 likely	 to	 occur.	 This	 is	 something	 that	 can	 increase	 the	 feeling	 of	
isolation	 (Kostina,	 2011)	 and	 lead	 learners	 to	 lose	 their	 capability	 for	 self-evaluation	
(Galusha,	 1998),	which,	 in	 turn,	 interferes	with	 learner	 autonomy,	 increasing	 the	 learner’s	
dependency	 on	 the	 tutor	 and	 ultimately	 creating	 a	 vicious	 circle,	 which	 can	 be	 seriously	
damaging	to	a	learner’s	academic	achievement.	
	
Given	the	factors	of	culture	and	mindset,	transactional	distance,	as	described	above,	 is	not	
perceived	in	the	same	way	by	all	learners	in	a	specific	program;	it	is	a	relative,	rather	than	an	
absolute	variable	(Moore,	1993).	Over	the	years,	many	researchers	analyzed	and	attempted	
to	determine	more	clearly	the	concept	of	transactional	distance	and	its	variables,	along	with	
their	 functions	(Chen	&	Willits,	1998;	Gokool-Ramdoo,	2008;	Saba	&	Shearer,	1994).	These	
variables	are	considered	to	be	three	and	are	 labelled	as	 follows:	 ‘dialogue’,	 ‘structure’	and	
‘learner	autonomy’.	
	
Dialogue	 is	 the	 interaction	 between	 the	 teacher	 and	 the	 learner,	 a	 kind	 of	 interaction	
that	 is	 purposeful,	 constructive	 and	 valued	 by	 each	 party	 and	 to	 which	 each	 party	 is	 an	
active	 contributor	 (Moore,	 1993).	 The	 purpose	 of	 dialogue	 is	 to	 enhance	 understanding	
(ibid.)	of	concepts,	meanings	and	ways	of	thinking	in	order	to	deepen	mental	processes	and	
learning.	
	
The	 element	 of	 structure	 has	 to	 do	 with	 the	 rigidity	 or	 flexibility	 of	 the	 programme’s	
educational	 objectives,	 teaching	 strategies	 and	 evaluation	 methods	 (Moore,	 1993,	 p.	
26),	 that	 is,	 “an	 educational	 programme's	 responsiveness	 to	 learners'	 individual	 needs”	
(Moore	 1983,	 p.	 171).	 A	 flexible	 structure	 may	 correspond	 to	 a	 learner’s	 needs,	 making	
learning	 a	 naturally-flowing	 process,	 in	 which	 a	 learner	 feels	 supported,	 whereas	 a	 more	
rigid	 structure	demands	a	constant	amount	of	 struggle	on	 the	 learner’s	part;	a	 struggle	 to	
conform	and	fit	inside	a	framework,	which	does	not	facilitate	learning.	
	
Finally,	 the	 element	 of	 learner	 autonomy	 refers	 to	 the	 ability	 of	 a	 learner	 to	 assume	
responsibility	for	their	own	learning	or,	put	differently,	to	the	extent	to	which	the	learner	is	
able	 to	 determine	 the	 goals,	 the	 learning	 experiences	 and	 the	 evaluation	 decisions	 of	 the	
learning	 programme	 (Moore,	 1993,	 p.31).	 Essentially,	 autonomy	 in	 a	 learner	 determines	
their	capacity	for	metacognition;	to	be	able	to	reflect	upon,	critique	and	evaluate	their	work	
methods	 and	ways	 of	 learning,	 their	 ideas	 and	understanding	 of	 concepts.	 In	 addition,	 an	
autonomous	 learner	 is	 capable	 of	 setting	 personal	 goals	 and	 carving	 the	 path	 to	 their	
attainment	without	feeling	heavily	dependent	on	a	tutor,	whose	role	is	to	facilitate	and	give	
guidelines	when	necessary.	
	
The	 measure	 of	 transactional	 distance	 in	 each	 education	 programme	 is,	 according	 to	
Moore,	dependent	on	these	three	variables,	or,	rather,	a	function	of	them	(Moore,	1993,	p.	
23).	 Structure	 and	 dialogue	 are	 inversely	 proportionate,	 that	 is,	 the	 more	 structured	 an	
educational	 programme	 is,	 the	 less	 the	 space	 provided	 for	 dialogue	 and	 negotiations	 of	
meaning,	 and	 the	 greater	 the	 distance	 perceived	 by	 the	 learner	 (Gokool-Ramdoo,	 2008).	
However,	a	greater	distance	--	allowing	more	space	for	misunderstandings	--	also	means	that	
the	 learner	needs	 to	exercise	more	 responsibility	 for	 their	 learning,	which	means	 that	 the	
relationship	between	transactional	distance	and	autonomy	is	directly	proportionate.		
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4.	The	fight	against	isolation:	employing	written	assignment	feedback		
	
Research	 tells	 us	 that,	 in	 fighting	 this	 isolation,	 building	 and	 maintaining	 a	 sense	 of	
community	 through	 interaction	 is	 important.	 According	 to	 Keegan	 (1996),	 student	 and	
teacher	detachment	deprives	communication	between	the	two	parties	of	a	vital	link,	which	
should	be	re-invented	so	as	to	“re-integrate”	the	teacher-learner	interaction.	Ferratt	&	Hall	
(2009)	 have	 argued	 that	 the	 aim	 of	 educators	 should	 be	 to	 extend	 the	 vision	 of	 distance	
education	 to	 “learning	 via	 virtually	 being	 there	 and	 beyond”	 (p.	 425),	 that	 is	 to	 focus	 on	
promoting	 tutor-learner	 and	peer	 interaction	both	during	 class	 sessions	 and	beyond	 them	
(but	also	beyond	academic	issues),	since	interaction	is	considered	a	necessary	ingredient	of	
a	 successful	 learning	 experience	 (Gunawardena	 &	 McIsaac,	 2004;	 Moore,	 1989).	 In	
accomplishing	this,	a	major	role	is	played	by	technology,	which	has	changed	the	dynamics	of	
instruction	 methods	 over	 the	 years,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 pedagogy	 behind	 distance	 education	
(Beldarrain,	2006).	
	
Since	 the	 key	 to	 battling	 isolation	 in	 DL	 is	 communication,	 restructuring	 a	 DL	 course	 and	
making	 it	 more	 communicative,	 actively	 involving	 tutors	 and	 learners	 on	 a	 regular	 basis,	
fostering	intellectually	stimulating	interactions	--	exchange	of	ideas	between	instructors	and	
learners	or	among	learners	--	seems	to	be	a	wise	action	plan.	After	all,	according	to	Vrasidas	
&	McIsaac	(1999),	this	is	what	good	teaching	must	involve.	
	
Researchers	claim	 that,	 in	 the	process	 towards	a	more	 interactive	course	 structure,	online	
communities	 should	 be	 created	 and	 constant	 effort	 should	 be	made	 by	 the	 instructor	 to	
remind	 learners	 of	 their	 online	 social	 presence	 (Cutler,	 1995;	 Palloff	 &	 Pratt,	 1999)	 and	
facilitate	 group	 interaction	 so	 that	 the	 learners	 feel	 they	 have	 someone	 to	 turn	 to	 at	 any	
point.		
	
In	 the	 context	 of	 the	 HOU,	 if	 our	 aim	 is	 to	 minimize	 isolation	 in	 DL,	 within	 a	 socio-
constructivist	 framework,	 where	 individuals	 are	 part	 of	 their	 environment	 and	 that	
environment	is	part	of	the	individual,	too	(Bredo,	1994;	Gredler,	1997),	written	assignment	
feedback	 may	 need	 to	 become	 more	 synchronous,	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 acquiring	 a	 more	
interactive	nature.	This	becomes	imperative	because	written	assignment	feedback	is	a	highly	
important	 component	 of	 students’	 studies,	 and,	 in	 actual	 fact,	 the	 main	 form	 of	 --	 and	
incentive	for	--	interaction	that	HOU	students	have	with	their	tutors	(Iliadou,	2011).		
	
4.1.		What	kind	of	feedback?	
	
At	 this	 point,	 one	 feels	 the	 need	 to	 specify	 how	 feedback	 is	 viewed	 within	 a	 social	
constructivist	frame	of	reference.	It	is	generally	acknowledged	that	feedback	is	an	assistance	
mechanism	for	 learning,	aiming	towards	improvement.	Feedback	is	“information	about	the	
gap	between	the	actual	level	and	the	reference	level	of	a	system	parameter	which	is	used	to	
alter	 the	 gap	 in	 some	 way”	 (Ramaprasad,	 1983,	 p.	 4).	 Therefore,	 student	 engagement	 is	
necessary;	information	about	the	gap	cannot	be	considered	feedback	unless	it	is	consciously	
used	by	the	recipient	in	order	to	bridge	that	gap.	
	
It	has	also	been	found	that	high	level	and	complex	learning	is	best	developed	when	feedback	
is	viewed	as	a	relational	process	that	takes	place	over	time,	is	dialogic,	and	is	integral	to	the	
whole	 process	 of	 learning	 and	 teaching	 itself	 (Sambell,	 2011).	 Furthermore,	 Askew	 and	 L-
odge	(2001)	define	feedback	as	“all	dialogue	to	support	learning	in	both	formal	and	informal	
situations”	(p.	1).	This	adds	one	more	dimension	to	feedback:	dialogue,	which,	in	the	context	
of	 feedback	 provision,	 is	more	 than	 conversation	or	 exchange	of	 ideas;	 it	 also	 implies	 the	
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existence	of	relationships	in	which	participants	think	and	reason	together	(Calfoglou,	2010;	
Gravett	&	Petersen,	2002).			
	
What	can	be	concluded	from	the	above,	is	that	learner-centeredness	is	fundamental	to	our	
approach,	 tying	 our	 discussion	 back	 to	 the	 social	 constructivist	 paradigm	 in	 pedagogy,	
articulated	 by	 Vygotsky	 (1978)	 as	 the	 idea	 that	 dialogue,	 guidance,	 feedback	 and	 social	
interactions	are	drivers	 for	 the	 transformation	of	potential	development	 into	actual	ability	
(Ehiyazaryan-White,	2012).	We	have	seen	that	feedback	is	the	give-and-take	of	information,	
the	 sum	of	 interactions	 the	 scope	of	which	 is	not	only	 to	enhance	 learning	but	also	 to	be	
utilized	by	 learners	 so	 as	 to	 improve	 their	 performance	 and	 support	 the	 learning	process.	
After	 all,	 more	 learner-centeredness	 and	 more	 dialogue	 imply	 less	 structure.	 And	 less	
structure	equals	reduced	transactional	distance	(Moore,	1993).			
	
The	 feedback	 possessing	 the	 aforementioned	 qualities	would	 need	 to	 focus	 on	modifying	
the	learners’	thinking	or	behaviour	in	order	to	improve	the	acquisition	of	skills	and	facilitate	
learning;	it	would	be	related	to	specific	learning	goals,	encouraging	teacher-learner	and	peer	
dialogue	(Nicol	&	MacFarlane-Dick,	2006),	 inviting	learners’	active	engagement	with	it.	And	
that	would	be	formative	dialogic	feedback.		
	
Such,	we	believe,	should	be	the	focus	of	written	assignment	feedback,	despite	the	fact	that	
there	 is	 a	 summative	 side	 to	 it,	 that	 is,	 a	 grade	 given	 for	 each	 assignment	 for	 evaluative	
purposes.	According	to	HOU	regulations,	the	role	of	written	assignments	is	pivotal	because	
not	only	do	they	promote	learners’	self-awareness,	but	also,	via	the	feedback	process,	they	
foster	 learner-tutor	 communication	 and	 they	encourage	 and	motivate	 learners	 to	develop	
their	skills,	deepen	their	knowledge	and	advance	their	academic	performance	(HOU,	2011),	
and	this	is	the	function	of	formative	feedback.	
	
4.2.		The	case	for	peer	dialogic	feedback		
	
Such	a	learner-centred	approach	should	be	based	on	continuous	dialogue	between	not	only	
tutors	 and	 learners	 but	 also	 among	 peers	 (Ehiyazaryan-White,	 2012).	 Another	 facet	 of	
dialogic	 feedback	 is	 peer	 dialogic	 feedback.	 In	 his	 attempt	 to	 define	 feedback,	 Ypsilandis	
(2002,	 p.	 169)	 adds	 that	 we	 have	 come	 to	 a	 point	 where	 it	 is	 generally	 understood	 that	
feedback	 can	 be	 provided	 by	 other	 learners	 or	 even	 by	 each	 individual	 learner	 for	
themselves.	 The	 literature	 suggests	 that	 peer	 feedback	 can	 be	 a	 positive	 experience	 for	
students	 (De	 Grez	 et	 al.,	 2010;	 Fund,	 2010)	 which	 can	 lead	 to	 enhanced	 performance	
(Carillo-de-la-Pena	et	al.,	2009;	Sluijsmans	et	al.,	2002).	Moreover,	Preece	(2000)	 identifies	
qualities	 of	 online	 communities,	 showing	 how	 they	 can	 contribute	 greatly	 to	 DL.	 These	
qualities	 include	 shared	 goals,	 access	 to	 shared	 resources,	 engagement	 in	 providing	
continuous	support	for	each	other	and	the	use	of	shared	policies	(Preece,	2000).		
	
In	 addition,	 according	 to	 Yang	 &	 Carless	 (2013),	 peer	 dialogic	 feedback	 can	 be	 used	 as	 a	
means	of	reducing	the	negative	effect	that	power	relations	tend	to	have	on	learners	and	the	
negative	 emotions	 that	 can	be	produced	as	 a	 result.	At	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 strengthens	 the	
social-relational	 aspects	 of	 feedback	 (ibid.),	 enhancing	 the	 preservation	 of	 a	 community.	
Furthermore,	according	to	work	by	Sorensen	&	Takle	 (2005),	and	Vonderwell	et	al.	 (2007),	
formative	 feedback	 within	 online	 communities	 works	 towards	 interactivity	 and	
collaboration,	providing	learners	with	opportunities	for	dynamic	and	meaningful	interactions	
with	their	peers	and	thus	resulting	in	a	continuous	process	of	giving	and	receiving	feedback1.	
																																																													
1	Despite	 the	 fact	 that	 there	 is	 considerable	amount	of	 research	enumerating	 the	benefits	 that	 the	
implementation	of	peer	feedback	procedures	can	have	in	education,	the	objections	against	it	are	still 
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5.	The	research	
	
The	questions	we	addressed	in	the	present	research	are	the	following:	
	
	

a. What	is	the	relationship	between	student	isolation	and	student	performance	in	DL?	
b. What	 is	 the	 relationship	 between	written	 assignment	 feedback	 and	 the	 feeling	 of	

isolation	in	DL	university	programmes?	
c. What	 configurations	 should	 be	 made	 in	 the	 feedback	 provision	 process	 currently	

employed	 by	 the	 HOU	 to	 enhance	 the	 feeling	 of	 community	 and	 minimize	
transactional	distance	between	HOU	MEd	in	TESOL	students	and	their	tutors?	

	
	
The	research	method	chosen	combined	quantitative	and	qualitative	tools.	We	made	use	of	
web-based	questionnaires	with	both	quantitative	type	questions	and	open-ended	qualitative	
type	ones.	The	purely	qualitative	part	of	the	study	included	a	set	of	six	standardized	open-
ended	 question	 interviews	 and	 attempted	 to	 shed	 light	 on	 certain	 dark	 areas	 in	 the	 data	
gathered	through	the	questionnaires.		
	
	
The	 questionnaire2	 designed	 combines	 a	 total	 of	 20	 open-ended	 and	 closed-ended	
questions,	mainly	multiple	 response	and	5-point	 Likert	 scale	ones.	The	data	collected	with	
the	 questionnaires	 was	 entered	 on	 SPSS	 version	 24.0	 and	 descriptive	 analysis	 was	
performed.	After	 the	questionnaires	were	 collected	 and	examined,	 six	 standardized	open-
ended	question	interviews	took	place,	sent	via	e-mail	to	the	Yahoo	Groups	HOU	students	are	
members	of.	The	questions	were	split	 into	groups	and	each	group	corresponded	to	one	of	
the	research	questions.	The	interviewees	answered	the	questions	in	the	attached	document	
and	e-mailed	it	back	to	the	researcher.		
	
	
The	 target	 population	 for	 this	 research	 was	 composed	 of	 students	 of	 the	 MEd	 in	 TESOL	
programme	of	the	Hellenic	Open	University	and	the	sample	consisted	of	64	students	in	total,	
who	attended	the	programme	during	the	academic	year	of	2016-2017,	including	those	who	
were	 working	 on	 their	 dissertation	 at	 the	 time3.	 The	 questionnaire	 respondents	 were	 58	
students,	while	six	participated	in	the	interviews.	The	participants	were	chosen	via	random	
(probability)	 sampling,	 which	 helped	 in	 ridding	 the	 sample	 of	 any	 subjectivity	 that	
convenience	or	snowball	sampling	(non-probability	sampling	methods)	could	have	added	to	
it	(Dörnyei	&	Csizér,	2012).	Probability	samples	have	less	risk	of	bias	(Cohen	et	al.,	2007)	and	
are	more	useful	 if	 the	researcher	wishes	 to	be	able	 to	make	generalizations,	because	they	
represent	the	wider	population	in	a	better	way	than	non-probability	samples	(ibid.).	 In	this	
way,	we	 tried	 to	make	 sure	 that	every	member	of	 the	population	had	an	equal	 chance	of	
participation	in	the	research.	Therefore,	we	believe	that,	despite	the	relatively	small	number	
of	respondents,	the	results	of	the	research	can	be	generalized	in	the	particular	social	setting	
(Bogdan	&	Biklen,	1992),	that	is,	the	MEd	in	TESOL	students	of	the	HOU.	
	

																																																																																																																																																																														
many.	 It	seems	that	the	acceptance	of	peer	 feedback	 is	 largely	a	matter	of	culture	and	training,	 for	
both	students	and	educators.		
2		The	Questionnaire	can	be	found	in	Appendix	I.		
3		The	vast	majority	of	the	respondents	are	female	(95%),	belonging	to	the	extended	age	group	of	26-
45	years	of	age	(81%).		53%	of	the	respondents	were	on	modules	1	and/or	2	and	16	(about	30%)	were	
drafting	their	dissertation.	
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6.	The	results	
	
6.1.		The	questionnaire	results	
	
The	results	we	gathered	yielded	information	that	was	essential	to	our	research.	We	begin	by	
providing	 a	 brief	 overview	 of	 the	 results	 regarding	 the	 first	 two	 research	 questions,	
concerning	 the	 relationship	between	student	 isolation	and	student	performance	 in	DL	and	
that	 between	 written	 assignment	 feedback	 and	 the	 feeling	 of	 isolation	 in	 DL	 university	
programmes.	 Then	 we	 move	 on	 to	 discuss	 the	 findings	 on	 the	 third	 research	 question,	
regarding	the	changes	which	the	MEd	in	TESOL	students	of	the	HOU	consider	necessary	for	
the	 feedback	 provision	process	 currently	 employed	by	 the	HOU	 to	 enhance	 the	 feeling	 of	
community	and	minimize	transactional	distance	between	them	and	their	tutors.		
	
To	 begin	 with,	 according	 to	 the	 research	 results,	 which	 fully	 confirmed	 what	 had	 been	
hypothesized	 regarding	 isolation,	 this	 feeling	 is	 present	 among	 the	 students	 of	 the	
programme	and	 it	 is	not	strictly	 related	to	 the	physical	distance	between	the	 learners	and	
their	 instructor	 but	 to	 transactional	 distance	 instead.	 In	 most	 of	 the	 research,	 the	
participants	 dealt	with	 their	 relationship	with	 their	 tutor:	 according	 to	 the	 data	 collected,	
the	quality	of	the	tutor-learner	dialogue	is	undermined	by	lack	of	intimacy,	lack	of	time	for	
and	 timeliness	 of	 interactions.	 These	 are	 considered	 by	 students	 to	 be	 serious	 reasons	
underlying	 performance	 that	 they	 deem	 unsatisfactory,	 while	 misunderstandings	 and	
negative	 feelings	 created	 through	 the	 feedback	 process	 result	 in	 awkwardness	 and	
hesitation	as	regards	future	interactions.		
	
The	 students	 do	 not,	 generally,	 feel	 uncomfortable	when	 communicating	with	 their	 tutor,	
but	their	communication	is	sparse,	according	to	their	answers,	while	necessity	seems	to	be	
the	mother	of	interactions	between	learners	and	tutors.	Having	found	out	this,	we	set	out	to	
discover	the	relationship	between	the	frequency	of	student	-	tutor	communication	and	how	
comfortable	 the	 students	 feel	when	 they	 contact	 their	 tutor.	A	 Scatter/Dot	 analysis	 and	a	
Pearson	Correlation	 test	 showed	 that	 the	 relationship	between	 the	 variables	of	 frequency	
and	comfortableness	during	communication	is	neither	monotonous	nor	strong	(see	Figures	
1a	and	1b).	The	scatterplot	displays	no	strong,	monotonous	or	 linear	relationship	between	
the	two	variables	and	we	also	notice	that	Pearson’s	r	is	less	than	0.5.	This	means	that	there	
is	a	weak	relationship	between	the	two	variables:	

	

	
Figure	1a:	Scatterplot		
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Figure	1b:	Pearson	Correlation	test	
	
	
As	we	had	expected	from	our	review	of	the	literature,	negative	feelings	lead	to	detachment	
from	the	course	and	the	tutor	and	decreased	willingness,	motivation	and	self-esteem	on	the	
part	of	the	learner	(See	also	Galusha,	1998;	Wheeler,	2007).	These	feelings	prevent	students	
from	 being	 productive	 and	 from	 developing,	 and	 can	 cause	 a	 student	 to	 leave	 the	
programme	 or	 at	 least	 to	 consider	 the	 possibility	 of	 doing	 so,	 clearly	 impeding	 academic	
achievement.	 Moreover,	 most	 students	 try	 to	 attend	 all	 contact	 sessions	 in	 a	 module	 in	
search	of	face	to-face	contact.	Face-to-face	contact	during	contact	sessions,	however,	is	not	
the	students’	preferred	medium	of	interaction	with	their	tutor;	they	mostly	prefer	sending	e-
mails.	This	could	be	evidence	for	the	inadequacy	of	contact	sessions	in	encouraging	bonding	
or	getting	to	know	each	other.	In	addition,	it	could	be	said	that	this	shows	that	the	contact	
sessions	fail	to	live	up	to	the	students’	needs,	they	are	not	individualized	enough.		
	
In	 addition,	 judging	 from	 the	 participants’	 response	 to	 the	 question	 regarding	 the	
correspondence	 between	 the	 students’	 work	 and	 abilities,	 and	 their	 grades,	 the	 levels	 of	
satisfaction	 among	 the	 students	 participating	 in	 the	 research	 were	 quite	 high.	 More	
specifically,	 we	 asked	 participants	 to	 state	 whether	 or	 not	 they	 are	 satisfied	 with	 their	
grades	 so	 far,	 taking	 into	 account	 their	 abilities	 and	personal	 effort,	 as	 a	 first	 indicator	 of	
overall	 satisfaction	with	 their	 studies.	Out	of	 the	58	participants,	74%	(43	students)	 stated	
they	are	satisfied	with	their	grades.	 In	any	case,	grades	are	a	motivational	 force	as	well	as	
very	 important,	 because	 they	 affect	 students’	 feelings	 of	 self-efficacy	 (Bandura,	 1994).	
Asking	 this	 question	 thus	 helped	 us	 create	 a	 disposition-related	 context	 for	 each	 set	 of	
responses.											
	
However,	the	learners’	impression	that	written	assignment	feedback	is	not	personalized	and	
their	 view	 that	 feedback	 is	 not	 an	 opportunity	 for	 an	 academic	 discussion	with	 the	 tutor	
suggest	 dissatisfaction.	 In	 other	 words,	 students	 feel	 isolated	 when	 their	 feedback	 is	 not	
personalized	and	cannot	assist	their	development	because	it	does	not	address	their	needs.	
The	 necessity	 for	 needs	 assessment,	 therefore,	 arises.	 Also,	 both	 judgmental	 feedback,	
focussing	on	what	has	been	done	wrong	and	neglecting	any	positive	aspects	of	a	piece	of	
work,	 and	 feedback	 that	 is	 perceived	 as	 unfair	 make	 students	 withdraw	 mentally	 and	
emotionally	 from	 the	 course	 and	 the	 tutor,	 and	 also	 make	 the	 distance	 feel	 greater,	
augmenting	their	sense	of	isolation.	
	
Out	of	58	students,	36	stated	that	 judgmental	feedback	mostly	gives	them	disappointment	
(62%)	and	34	that	it	deprives	them	of	motivation	(59%),	while	53%	(31	students)	stated	that	
this	type	of	feedback	makes	them	feel	frustrated	(see	Figure	2):		
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Figure	2:	Feelings	caused	by	judgmental	feedback	

	
	
In	addition,	when	the	students	were	asked	to	state	on	which	occasions	written	assignment	
feedback	makes	the	distance	feel	greater,	feedback	perceived	as	negative	was	chosen	by	45	
out	of	the	58	participants	(78%)	(Figure	3):	

																																																																																				
	
	
	
	 	
	
	
	
	
	
																													
	
	
	
	

	
Figure	3:	Occasions	on	which	written	assignment	feedback	augments	the	distance	

	
	
Another	 feedback-related	 factor	 that	 augments	 transactional	 distance,	 according	 to	 the	
findings,	 is	 the	 very	 document	 e-mailed	 to	 the	 students,	 on	 which	 written	 assignment	
feedback	is	provided.	Written	assignment	feedback	is	composed	according	to	a	rubric	which	
restricts	 feedbacking	 to	 certain	 criteria	 and	 is	 an	 end-product,	 allowing	 no	 interactivity	 or	
contribution	on	the	part	of	the	student.	More	specifically,	students	stated	that	“sitting	and	
waiting	to	receive	a	form	filled	in	with	comments	is	demotivating”	and	“You	just	sit	and	wait	
for	it	doing	nothing.	No	contributions	from	you.”	
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Another	 important	 finding	 is	 that	 students	 claim	 that	 this	 form	of	post-text	 feedback4	 is	 a	
source	 of	 misunderstandings	 which	 adds	 more	 hurdles	 to	 the	 already	 complicated	 tutor-
learner	dialogue,	also	increasing	isolation:	“...sometimes,	something	may	be	put	into	words	
that	 are	 ambiguous	 and	 the	 tutor	 perceives	 it	 as	 something	 else”	 and	 “Sometimes	 tutors	
make	mistakes	or	they	don't	read	the	assignments	carefully	enough	and	the	final	grade	does	
not	correspond	to	the	work	done”,	to	give	but	a	few	examples.	
		
However,	 when	we	 asked	 participants	 to	 choose	 the	 feedback	 qualities	 that	 enhance	 the	
feeling	of	belonging	to	a	community,	in	order	to	discover	what	feedback	features	can	reduce	
the	 feeling	of	 isolation,	 the	majority	 (67%)	said	 that	 feedback	enhances	 inclusivity	when	 it	
encourages	sharing	best	practices.	This	shows	that	the	students	are	in	favour	of	community	
building	and	interactivity,	appreciating	the	benefits	it	holds	against	isolation.		
	

	
	

Figure	4:	When	does	feedback	enhance	inclusivity?	
	
	
The	last	part	of	the	research	results	includes	the	kind	of	feedback	qualities	that	can	reduce	
isolation,	 according	 to	 what	 the	 students	 suggested.	 In	 Table	 1,	 we	 can	 see	 a	 detailed	
presentation	 of	 the	 question	 which	 aimed	 to	 explore	 the	 possibility	 of	 transforming	 the	
feedback	provision	process	 using	 a	 variety	of	 features	 and	 applying	 a	 structure	 that	 could	
render	 it	 more	 inclusive	 and	 community-sustaining	 in	 order	 to	 battle	 isolation	 in	 the	 DL	
environment,	 according	 to	 the	 literature	 and	 what	 has	 already	 been	 discussed.	
	
To	 begin	 with,	 (67%)	 of	 the	 respondents	 fully	 or	 partly	 agree	 that	 written	 assignment	
feedback	should	take	into	account	a	student’s	previous	work	in	the	module	(assignments	or	
any	 other	 information	 the	 tutor	 might	 have	 at	 their	 disposal)	 and	 their	 background	
(educational,	professional	etc.)	when	this	is	possible	(Median	=	2,	‘partly	agree’).	Also,	83%	
fully	 or	 partly	 agree	 that	 feedback	 should	 not	 be	 viewed	 as	 a	 fixed	 product	 that	 cannot	
change,	but	rather	as	a	dialogic	process	 (Median	=	2,	 ‘partly	agree’),	while	71%	fully	agree	
(Median	=	1)	that	it	is	necessary	to	be	able	to	discuss	the	written	assignment	feedback	with	
your	tutor.		
	

																																																													
3	 Post-text	 feedback	 is	 the	 kind	of	 feedback	provided	 to	 the	 students	 after	 the	 submission	of	 their	
assignments,	as	opposed	to	pre-text	feedback,	which	refers	to	feedback	provided	over	the	period	of	
assignment	preparation.		
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	 fully	

agree	
partly	
agree	

neither	agree	
nor	disagree	

partly	
disagree	

fully	
disagree	

a. Written	assignment	
feedback	should	be	
taking	into	account	
a	student's	
previous	work	in	
the	module	and	
their	background	if	
possible.	

24	 15	 11	 2	 6	
41%	 26%	 19%	 3%	 10%	

b. Written	assignment	
feedback	should	
not	be	viewed	as	a	
fixed	product,	
unable	to	change,	
but,	rather,	as	a	
dialogic	process.	

25	 23	 7	 1	 2	
43%	 40%	 12%	 2%	 3%	

c. It	is	necessary	to	be	
able	to	discuss	the	
written	assignment	
feedback	with	your	
tutor.	

41	 14	 3	 0	 0	
71%	 24%	 5%	 0%	 0%	

d. Giving	and	
receiving	peer	
feedback	while	
writing	an	
assignment	is	
useful.	

18	 16	 18	 5	 1	
31%	 28%	 31%	 9%	 2%	

e. Assignment	
feedback	should	be	
given	by	the	tutor	
both	in	the	stage	of	
writing	the	
assignment	and	
after	its	
submission.	

32	 17	 7	 1	 1	
55%	 29%	 12%	 2%	 2%	

f. It	is	important	that	
written	assignment	
feedback	should	be	
subject	to	
discussion	and	
change,	if	
necessary,	so	that	
it	becomes	more	
relevant	to	
students	and	their	
needs.	

27	 19	 9	 2	 1	
47%	 33%	 16%	 3%	 2%	

g. While-writing,	
process	assignment	
feedback	had	
better	be	given	on	
an	electronic	
platform,	where	
dialogue	would	be	
possible.	

20	 23	 7	 4	 4	
34%	 40%	 12%	 7%	 7%	
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h. Allowing	feedback	
from	fellow	
students	on	an	
electronic	platform	
would	be	useful.	

10	 20	 20	 4	 4	
17%	 34%	 34%	 7%	 7%	

i. Written	assignment	
feedback	should	
encourage	self-
development.	

48	 7	 2	 0	 1	
83%	 12%	 3%	 0%	 2%	

	
	

Table	1.	Remedial	steps	to	be	taken	in	feedback	provision	
	
	
	
The	usefulness	of	peer	 feedback	while	writing	an	assignment	proved	more	debatable	 than	
other	 suggestions,	 but	 the	 result	 is	 still	 quite	 encouraging	 for	 peer	 feedback	 supporters.	
Thus,	about	59%	of	the	respondents	fully	or	party	agree	that	peer	feedback	while	writing	an	
assignment	would	be	useful,	while	only	6	(about	10%)	partly	or	fully	disagree.	Extending	the	
feedback	 provision	 process	 throughout	 the	 period	 of	 assignment	 preparation	 in	 order	 to	
battle	isolation	(Question	19e)	is	also	very	appealing	to	students:	49	respondents	(84%)	fully	
or	 partly	 agree	 that	 this	 feature	 is	 necessary	 (Median	 =	 1,	 ‘fully	 agree’).	 Furthermore,	 46	
participants	(80%)	answered	that	they	fully	or	partly	agree	that	feedback	should	be	subject	
to	discussion	in	order	to	become	more	relevant	to	the	students’	needs	(Median	=	2,	‘partly	
agree’);	more	personalized	feedback	is	shown	to	be	very	important	again.		
	
When	 respondents	 were	 asked	 to	 state	 their	 opinion	 on	 whether	 while-writing	 feedback	
should	be	given	on	an	electronic	platform,	where	dialogue	would	be	possible,	43	(75%)	said	
they	 fully	or	partly	agree	with	 that	 (Median	=	2,	 ‘partly	agree’).	However,	 in	 the	 following	
statement	(19h)	only	30	(52%)	respondents	said	they	fully	or	partly	agree	that	peer	feedback	
on	an	electronic	platform	would	be	useful	(Median	=	2,	‘partly	agree’).	As	in	statement	19d,	
some	 reservation	 towards	peer	 feedback	can	also	be	noted	here.	While	 the	median	 is	 the	
same	 for	 the	 above	 statements,	 the	number	 of	 responses	 for	 the	 first	 two	 choices	 differs	
significantly	in	each	question,	which	means	that	the	median	needs	further	supplementation	
to	help	interpret	these	results.	
	
Finally,	 48	 participants	 (83%)	 responded	 that	 they	 fully	 agree	 that	 written	 assignment	
feedback	 should	 encourage	 self-development	 (Median	 =	 1),	 i.e.,	 it	 should	 provide	what	 is	
necessary	 for	 each	 student	 to	develop	as	 a	 learner	 and	be	autonomous.	We	have	already	
discussed	the	importance	of	being	able	to	regulate	one’s	own	learning	and	development	in	
DL	 in	 order	 to	 depend	 less	 on	 the	 tutor,	 reduce	 the	 transactional	 distance	 and	 feel	 less	
isolated.	It	seems	that	the	students	do	understand	that	importance.		
	
The	results	obtained	for	this	last	question	revealed	the	students’	longing	for	more	dialogue	
and	collaboration	both	with	their	tutor	and	their	peers	in	feedback	provision,	and	their	need	
for	more	 learner-centered,	personalized,	autonomy-promoting	 feedback	 that,	as	a	dialogic	
process,	 stretches	 across	 all	 the	 stages	 of	 assignment	 preparation,	 promoting	 community	
building	and	battling	isolation.	In	essence,	we	see	how	building	written	assignment	feedback	
provision	on	a	socio-constructivist	framework	can	possibly	make	a	DL	university	programme	
immune	to	student	isolation	and	all	that	isolation	could	entail.		
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5.2.		The	interview	results	
	
According	to	the	interviewees,	 isolation	is	something	that	exists	 in	the	programme,	caused	
mainly	by	the	poor	quality	of	tutor-learner	dialogue,	bad	assignment	performance	and	heavy	
coursework.	These	elements	generate	negative	 feelings	 in	 learners,	such	as	dissatisfaction,	
disengagement	and	lack	of	motivation,	which	lead	them	to	feeling	isolated	and	cause	them	
to	 consider	 dropping	 out	 of	 the	 program.	 According	 to	 the	 responses	 we	 got,	 feedback	
personalization	 is	 important	 because	 impersonal	 feedback	 appears	 to	 be	 able	 to	 cause	
negative	 feelings	 both	 towards	 the	 tutor,	 affecting	 the	 dialogue	 with	 the	 student,	 and	
towards	 their	 studies,	 reducing	motivation	 and	engagement	while	 increasing	 transactional	
distance.		
	
The	tutor-learner	relationship	also	emerges	as	seminal	to	transactional	distance.	According	
to	the	interviewees,	a	good	dialogue	cannot	only	be	built	on	written	assignment	feedback;	a	
more	 personal	 relationship	 is	 necessary	 and	 that	 points	 towards	 the	 integration	 of	 more	
interaction	within	the	feedback	provision	process.	Although	students	recognize	the	need	for	
more	 face	 to-face	 contact,	more	 contact	 sessions	are	not	welcome.	 Therefore,	 interaction	
should	be	enhanced	in	a	different	way.		
	
Peer	 feedback	 is	 met	 with	 some	 reserve	 in	 certain	 students’	 responses,	 although	 its	
necessity	 and	 importance	 are	 recognized,	 while	 post-text	 feedback	 appears	 to	 be	
problematic	in	the	sense	that	it	might	hamper	the	tutor’s	judgment	and	generate	feelings	of	
injustice	 and	 resentment	 in	 the	 learners.	 Because	 of	 this,	 pre-text,	 process	 feedback	 was	
suggested	as	 a	more	democratic	 and	personalized	 form	of	 feedback	provision.	 Finally,	 the	
interviews	 demonstrated	 that	 relationships	 can	 be	 created	 among	 students	 of	 the	
programme.	 These	 are	 founded	 mostly	 on	 feelings	 of	 sympathy	 and	 support	 during	 the	
difficult	 times	 they	 share,	 although	 the	 extent	 and	 frequency	of	 their	 communication	was	
not	determined.	
	
	
7.		Conclusion			
	
The	 study	 presented	 here	 tackled	 the	 issue	 of	 isolation	 in	 university	 DL	 education	
programmes	 and	 tried	 to	 show	 how	 isolation	 can	 be	 battled	 against	 through	 the	 use	 of	
written	assignment	 feedback	provision	 structured	on	a	 socio-constructivist	 framework.	 Let	
us	 briefly	 recap	 the	 most	 important	 conclusions	 this	 research	 has	 reached.		
	
All	 in	 all,	 encouragement	 and	 praise	 emerge	 as	 big	 winners	 in	 minimizing	 transactional	
distance.	 Personal	 comments	 and	 advice	 on	 how	 to	 improve	 and	 overcome	 one’s	
weaknesses	were	 also	 found	 to	 reduce	 isolation.	 Because	 post-text	 written	 feedback	was	
identified	as	an	isolation	booster,	students	advocated	the	introduction	of	pre-text	feedback,	
identifying	benefits	that	would	actually	help	reduce	transactional	distance.		
	
Learners	also	believe	that	what	would	help	them	feel	less	isolated	would	be	the	opportunity	
to	 participate	 in	 the	 feedback	 process	 actively,	 i.e.,	 having	 the	 option	 to	 defend	 one’s	
assignment	and	negotiate	the	tutor’s	written	feedback	and	grade	on	their	work	in	order	to	
avoid	 feelings	 of	 injustice	 and	 neglect,	 which	 amplify	 transactional	 distance.	 According	 to	
what	 the	 students	 said,	written	 assignment	 feedback	 on	 its	 own	 is	 not	 enough	 to	 build	 a	
relationship	 with	 the	 tutor	 and	 make	 the	 distance	 learner	 feel	 that	 they	 belong	 to	 a	
community;	a	more	personal	relationship	seems	necessary.		
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Another	 important	 issue	the	students	brought	up	 is	that	of	the	 importance	of	sharing	best	
practices	and	the	effect	of	this	method	towards	community	bonding.	Peer	feedback	was	also	
presented	 as	 something	 that	 would	 make	 the	 distance	 between	 the	 class	 members	 feel	
smaller	and	would	build	the	path	towards	sustaining	a	more	close-knit	community.	It	should,	
nevertheless,	 be	 noted	 that	 some	 reservations	 towards	 this	 kind	 of	 feedback	 were	
expressed.	We	would	 also	 argue	 that,	 if	we	wish	 to	 upgrade	 the	 quality	 of	 scientists	who	
graduate	 the	 institution,	peer	 feedback	 is	 something	 that	 should	be	adopted	as	an	official	
practice	 in	 the	 programme	 to	 shift	 responsibility	 to	 the	 students.	 It	 has	 been	 argued	 that	
students	tend	to	view	feedback	on	their	work	as	the	responsibility	of	someone	else	(Hattie	&	
Timperley,	 2007;	 Sadler,	 2010).	 But	 pluralism	 is	 very	 important	 and	 so	 is	 personal	
responsibility	for	quality	work	and	objective	judgment	of	one’s	own	self.			
	
As	this	work	has	attempted	to	show,	the	relationships	among	peers	and	tutors	are	complex,	
with	a	lot	of	implications	for	every	individual	student’s	academic	progress	(Price	et	al.,	2011)	
and	 the	 success	 of	 an	 academic	 programme.	 	 It	 seems	 that	 more	 research	 into	 these	
relationships	 is	 necessary	 so	 as	 to	 extend	 the	 frontiers	 postulated	 by	 our	 perception	 of	
isolation	 within	 an	 academic	 context	 and	 improve	 the	 quality	 of	 academic	 distance	
education.		
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