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Abstract 
Feedback on student work has become a central research topic in the field of higher 

education. Many see the use of feedback as a promising pedagogical strategy to foster the 

students’ skills in making competent judgements about the quality of their performances, and 

to encourage students to engage actively with the knowledge of their disciplines. Despite this 

increasing attention, many aspects of feedback are still not fully understood. Recent 

developments in the research literature have brought forward the argument that the limited 

understanding of feedback is related to the problematic view of feedback as a simple 

transmission of knowledge from teachers to students. Instead, it has been argued that we need 

to shift our attention more to the processual and relational aspects of feedback. This thesis 

addresses this challenge by conceptualizing and studying feedback from a sociocultural 

perspective.  

The notion of productive feedback practices is proposed to refer to the ways in which 

course participants (i.e. teachers and students) generate, make meaning of, and act upon 

information about the quality of student performances. These practices incorporate, and are 

shaped by, the social and epistemic relations between different elements in the course 

environment. Such elements include the actions of course participants, components of the 

course design, and the resources available in the knowledge domain. How these elements 

come together shapes the ways in which feedback opportunities are generated and how 

concrete feedback encounters are enacted. 

In line with this conceptual stance, this thesis explores empirically (1) how feedback 

practices in higher education are constituted by social and epistemic relations in the course 

environment, and (2) how configurations of social and epistemic relations can facilitate 

productive feedback practices. These questions are investigated in the context of two case 

studies at two different Norwegian higher education institutions: a course in biology and a 

course in software engineering. The empirical work is presented in three articles that use 

qualitative research methodology to investigate the feedback practices in the two courses.  

Article 1 uses the software engineering case to study feedback encounters between 

course participants and relevant resources during the entire course period. The findings show 

that feedback encounters are productive when students get opportunities to become familiar 

with the tools and conventions relevant for participating in the practices of their discipline.  

Article 2 uses the biology course to investigate how a student group engages with 

feedback comments on a group assignment during concrete feedback encounters. The findings 

reveal that feedback becomes productive for students’ learning process when students engage 

with task-specific and general-knowledge contents from the given knowledge domain while 

making meaning of and acting upon the comments. 
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Article 3 draws on both cases to explore how the two course designs cater for 

productive feedback practices in different ways. The findings demonstrate that the ways in 

which teachers organize tasks and distribute responsibilities among course participants are 

decisive for the kind of feedback opportunities the designs create.  

Overall, the findings show that feedback practices exist simultaneously as concrete 

enactments in the form of feedback encounters and as structures that are sustained over time 

and beyond concrete instances of enactment. These insights are presented in the form of a 

descriptive model that incorporates the social and epistemic relations constitutive of feedback 

practices. In this model, the relations are mapped onto three different layers: a feedback 

encounter layer, a course design layer, and a knowledge domain layer. 

The thesis does not only demonstrate that feedback practices are constituted by 

relations across these three layers but also shows how configurations of these relations can 

facilitate productive feedback practices. In the feedback encounter layer, the findings show 

that different calibrations of the social and epistemic relations shape the ways in which course 

participants interact with each other as well as with knowledge resources, and how they 

externalize their understanding into materials. In the course design layer, the findings show 

that different ways of arranging people, tasks, and resources in the course designs shape the 

ways in which feedback opportunities are generated. Finally, in the knowledge domain layer, 

the findings reveal that cultural tools and social conventions derived from the knowledge 

domain shape the ways in which feedback opportunities are incorporated into course designs 

and how feedback encounters are enacted.  

These findings provide a number of contributions to the empirical research literature. 

First, the empirical accounts of feedback practices in the contexts of two different disciplines 

demonstrate how feedback practices are intertwined with the respective knowledge domains. 

Second, the thesis contributes a deeper understanding of the relations and processes at play 

when students make meaning of and act upon feedback. Finally, the work enriches our 

understanding of the different ways in which course designs may generate opportunities for 

the emergence of productive feedback practices.  

The empirical work also generates a conceptual contribution by offering a comprehensive 

relational conceptualization of feedback from a sociocultural perspective. This contribution is 

expanded by the development of new concepts that enable more theory-informed explorations 

of feedback practices in future research. 

Finally, this thesis yields several implications for pedagogical practice. The findings 

suggest that teachers’ efforts to generate productive feedback should not be limited to 

improving isolated elements such as the formulation of a comment. Instead, teachers should 

become more aware of the relations that make up course environments and how these 

relations may be configured to generate conditions for productive feedback practices.  
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Sammendrag 
Tilbakemelding på studentarbeid («feedback») har blitt et sentralt forskningstema innen høy-

ere utdanning. Mange ser bruken av tilbakemelding som en lovende pedagogisk strategi for å 

fremme studentens ferdigheter i å gjøre kompetente vurderinger av kvaliteten på egen presta-

sjon, og for å øke studentenes interesse for å bruke fagkunnskapen sin aktivt. Til tross for 

denne økende oppmerksomheten er mange aspekter av tilbakemelding fortsatt ikke fullt ut 

forstått. I nyere forskning argumenteres det for at vår begrensede forståelse av tilbakemelding 

på studentarbeid henger sammen med det problematiske synet at tilbakemelding helt enkelt er 

overføring av kunnskap fra lærer til student. Vi bør heller, blir det hevdet, fokusere på tilba-

kemeldingens prosessuelle og relasjonelle aspekter. Denne avhandlingen adresserer dette 

problemet ved å konseptualisere og studere tilbakemeldinger fra et sosiokulturelt perspektiv.  

Begrepet produktiv tilbakemeldingspraksis (productive feedback practices) foreslås 

for å beskrive hvordan kursdeltakere (dvs. lærere og studenter) genererer, forstår og bruker 

informasjon om kvaliteten på studentprestasjoner. Disse praksisene inneholder, og er formet 

av, sosiale og epistemiske relasjoner mellom ulike elementer i kursmiljøet. Disse elementerne 

er blant annet deltakernes handlinger, komponentene i kursdesignet, og ressursene som er 

tilgjengelige i fagdomenet. Måten disse elementene kommer sammen på, former hvordan til-

bakemeldingsmuligheter genereres og hvordan konkrete tilbakemeldingsmøter finner sted. 

I tråd med denne konseptuelle tilnærmingen undersøker denne empiriske oppgaven (1) 

hvordan tilbakemeldingspraksiser i høyere utdanning konstitueres av sosiale og epistemiske 

relasjoner i kursmiljøet, og (2) hvordan konfigurasjoner av sosiale og epistemiske relasjoner 

kan tilrettelegge for produktive tilbakemeldingspraksiser. Disse spørsmålene undersøkes i 

sammenheng med to casestudier på to forskjellige norske høyere utdanningsinstitusjoner: et 

emne i biologifag og et emne i dataingeniørfag. 

Det empiriske arbeidet presenteres i tre artikler som bruker kvalitativ forskningsme-

tode for å undersøke tilbakemeldingspraksisene i de to emnene. 

Artikkel 1 bruker dataingeniørfags-caset for å studere tilbakemeldingsmøter mellom 

emnedeltakere og relevante ressurser i løpet av emnets varighet. Resultatene viser at tilbake-

meldingsmøter blir produktive når studentene får muligheten til å bli kjent med verktøyene og 

konvensjonene som er relevante for å delta i praksisene av fagområdet. 

Artikkel 2 bruker biologi-caset til å undersøke hvordan en studentgruppe diskuterer 

kommentarer om et gruppeprosjekt under konkrete tilbakemeldingsmøter. Resultatene viser at 

tilbakemeldingen blir produktiv for studentenes læringsprosesser når studentene beskjeftiger 

seg med oppgavespesifikt og generelt kunnskapsinnhold fra det oppgitte kunnskapsdomenet 

mens de diskuterer og handler i henhold til kommentarene. 

Artikkel 3 bruker begge casene for å undersøke hvordan de to emnedesignene forhol-
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der seg til produktiv tilbakemeldingspraksis på ulike måter. Resultatene viser at måten lærere 

organiserer oppgaver og fordeler ansvar blant emnets deltakere på er avgjørende for hva slags 

tilbakemeldingsmuligheter designene genererer. 

Alt i alt viser funnene at tilbakemeldingspraksiser samtidig eksisterer som konkrete 

handlinger i form av tilbakemeldingssamtaler og som strukturer som opprettholdes over tid 

og utover konkrete handlinger. Disse resultatene presenteres i form av en deskriptiv modell 

som inkorporerer de sosiale og epistemiske relasjonene som konstituerer tilbakemeldings-

praksiser. I denne modellen kartlegges relasjonene i tre forskjellige sjikt: et 

tilbakemeldingsmøte-sjikt, et kursdesign-sjikt og et kunnskapsdomene-sjikt. 

Denne oppgaven demonstrerer ikke bare at tilbakemeldingspraksis utgjøres av relasjo-

ner på tvers av disse tre sjiktene, men viser også hvordan konfigurasjoner av disse relasjonene 

kan tilrettelegge for produktive tilbakemeldingspraksiser. I tilbakemeldingsmøte-sjiktet viser 

funnene at forskjellige kalibreringer av de sosiale og epistemiske relasjonene påvirker hvor-

dan kursdeltakere samhandler med hverandre og med kunnskapsressurser, og hvordan de 

eksternaliserer deres forståelse i materialer. I kursdesign-sjiktet viser funnene at ulike måter å 

organisere mennesker, oppgaver og ressurser på i kursdesignene former hva slags tilbakemel-

dingsmuligheter blir generert. Til slutt viser funnene i kunnskapsdomene-sjiktet at kulturelle 

verktøy og sosiale konvensjoner avledet fra kunnskapsdomenet avgjør hvordan tilbakemel-

dingsmuligheter innarbeides i emnets design og hvordan deltakere handler i tilbakemeldings-

møtene. 

Disse funnene gir en rekke bidrag til den empiriske forskningslitteraturen. For det 

første vil de empiriske betraktningene av tilbakemeldingspraksiser i to forskjellige fagområ-

der vise hvordan tilbakemeldingspraksiser er sammenflettet med de respektive kunnskapsdo-

menene. For det andre bidrar oppgaven til en dypere forståelse av relasjoner og prosesser som 

er til stede når studentene forstår og bruker tilbakemeldinger. Til slutt bidrar arbeidet også til 

vår forståelse av hvordan ulike emnedesign kan gi ulike rom for produktiv tilbakemeldings-

praksis. 

Det empiriske arbeidet genererer også et konseptuelt bidrag ved å utarbeide en omfat-

tende relasjonsbasert konseptualisering av tilbakemelding (feedback) fra et sosiokulturelt per-

spektiv. Det konseptuelle bidraget vil øke med fremtidige forskningsprosjekters utvikling av 

nye konsepter som muliggjør mer teoriinformert utforsking av tilbakemeldingspraksis. 

Avslutningsvis har denne avhandlingen flere mulige konsekvenser for pedagogisk 

praksis. Funnene antyder at lærerens innsats for å generere produktiv tilbakemelding ikke bør 

begrenses til å forbedre isolerte elementer som for eksempel formulering av en kommentar. I 

stedet bør læreren være mer oppmerksom på relasjonene undervisningsmiljøet består av, og 

hvordan disse relasjonene kan endres for å skape gode betingelser for produktiv tilbakemel-

dingspraksis. 
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1 Introduction 
In recent decades, increasing attention has been given to the ways in which higher education 

programmes can be improved by generating better opportunities for students to engage in 

learning. This development has taken place in the context of an increasingly complex 

knowledge landscape and the new challenges this landscape poses to higher education. 

Universities today not only have to prepare students to become competent graduates in their 

knowledge domains but also need to foster the skills required to navigate the complex and 

rapidly changing relations between people, knowledge resources, tools, and learning sites that 

characterize the modern world (Damşa & Jornet, 2016). These changing demands for higher 

education are made even more complex by the numerous knowledge domains and their 

distinct characteristics, all of which involve different learning challenges and conditions 

(Markauskaite & Goodyear, 2017). One response to these circumstances has been a growing 

pedagogical focus on positioning students more centrally in the learning environment by 

engaging them in active inquiry, problem-solving or other knowledge-generating activities 

(Boud, 2005; Jonassen & Land, 2012). 

In the wake of these developments, educational researchers and practitioners alike are 

paying particular attention to feedback on student work. Many see the use of feedback as a 

promising way to encourage student engagement with the knowledge content of their 

disciplines and to foster the skills required to make competent judgements about the quality of 

their own and others’ work (Boud & Molloy, 2012; Evans, 2013; Sadler, 2010). In the context 

of the recent advances towards pedagogical approaches that promote learning both during 

higher education itself and in future working life (Boud, 2000; Hounsell, 2007), feedback has 

therefore become a central research topic in the field of higher education. 

Like most learning-related phenomena, feedback has proven to be a complex subject 

of study; despite several decades’ worth of dedicated research, many aspects of feedback are 

still not fully understood. While feedback is usually associated with student learning, it seems 

not to have any noticeable effect and might even result in decreased performance under 

certain circumstances (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Various studies have proposed that these 

ambiguous findings are related to the fact that students and teachers often have different 

perceptions of what good feedback entails (Adcroft, 2011; Dawson, Henderson, Mahoney, et 

al., 2018). These diverging views, thus, create situations in which teachers claim to have 

provided good (or at least well-intended) feedback, at the same time students express 

dissatisfaction with the quality of the feedback in their respective courses (Carless, 2006). 

These differing experiences are often explained with the argument that students have not 
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made use of the feedback in the way the teacher expected them to (Bailey & Garner, 2010). In 

other words, feedback sometimes is available to students, but they often do not take advantage 

of it and then later express their dissatisfaction with the feedback process. Boud and Molloy 

(2012, p. 9) argue that feedback not used by students should not qualify as productive 

feedback but only as ‘hopefully useful information’. In this thesis, hence, feedback is 

considered productive only when students engage with the information they obtain through 

feedback and then make use of that information in future work.  

In the wider discourse in higher education, this discrepancy between teachers’ 

intentions when generating feedback and the ways in which students engage with the 

feedback is often understood to be one of the core dilemmas related to feedback (Scott, 2014). 

This ‘feedback dilemma’ is becoming especially pronounced in the current policy discourse, 

as the most common institutional response to the generally low student satisfaction scores on 

feedback is to demand an increase in the amount of feedback (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 

2017; Nash & Winstone, 2017; Yorke, 2013). In response to these pressures, teachers often 

invest considerable time in generating more feedback, while their students continue to make 

little use of it. The feedback dilemma thus remains; meanwhile, teachers’ workloads continue 

to grow, while their time for thorough investigations of how they might support productive 

engagement with feedback diminishes even further. This situation highlights the importance 

and timeliness of this thesis’s focus on studying the conditions for productive feedback in 

higher education.  

Taking the practical problem of the feedback dilemma as a point of departure, the 

following sections will elaborate on how the use of a ‘relational’ view of feedback might 

generate insights into what matters for productive feedback, and how the feedback dilemma 

might be addressed.  

 A relational view of feedback 1.1

The research literature on feedback includes numerous intervention studies that have aimed to 

identify ideal models of feedback that would likely lead to enhanced student performance or 

satisfaction (Evans, 2013; Winstone, Nash, Parker, & Rowntree, 2017). A sizeable set of 

studies have addressed the technical characteristics of feedback comments that students will 

likely understand and use. These studies have included findings on the most effective timing, 

mode of delivery, or content of the comments (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Poulos & Mahony, 

2008). Other studies have identified characteristics of students that have been successful in 

capitalizing on feedback; they have suggested that those with high levels of intellectual 

maturity and self-esteem, as well as previous experiences with feedback, are more likely to 

engage with feedback in a meaningful way (Weaver, 2006; Young, 2000). Finally, studies on 

teacher characteristics have proposed that the teacher’s perceived competence and the power 
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distance between the teacher and the students both influence the effect of feedback (Eva et al., 

2012; Jonsson, 2012). 

The focus of these studies reflects the tendency to search for an ideal one-size-fits-all 

solution for feedback that will lead to productive outcomes independent of the context and 

discipline. Inherent to this view is the idea that feedback is a unilateral transmission process 

that begins with the generation of information on the teacher’s side and ends when the student 

has received this information. The idea that the feedback process can be reduced to isolated 

elements that can be studied and optimized, however, has recurrently led to puzzling 

contradictions. Studies might show that certain delivery modes, timing, or the content of 

feedback are productive, while other studies come to the opposite conclusion when conducted 

in different contexts (Evans, 2013; Shute, 2008).  

These contradictory findings indicate that productive feedback is an intricate 

phenomenon that comprises more than a simple transmission of knowledge from teacher to 

student. Instead, productive feedback can be thought of as emerging when actions of course 

participants (i.e. teachers and students), elements of the course design, and the resources 

available in the knowledge domain come together in productive ways. In order to understand 

productive feedback, it is hence important to study how these different actions, design 

elements and resources come together and are related to each other.  

To investigate these relations, this thesis draws on a sociocultural perspective on 

educational practices (Säljö, 2005; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991), which was chosen for its 

potential to account for the relational character of the phenomenon under investigation. In line 

with this perspective, this thesis proposes the term productive feedback practices to refer to 

the ways in which course participants generate, make meaning of, and act upon information 

about the quality of student performances. These practices are seen as incorporating, and 

being shaped by, relations that are both of social and epistemic character. Epistemic relations 

refer to the different ways knowledge is organized and generated in the course and in the 

wider knowledge domain. Social relations refer to the different connections between course 

participants and the resources that are envisioned within course designs and that emerge in 

situ during the course. These social relations also concern the conventions for how the course 

participants and the resources are expected to work together and how responsibilities are 

distributed. 

With regard to the feedback dilemma, this relational view suggests that we should not 

assume that teachers can fully control the productiveness of a course’s feedback practices, nor 

that feedback should be seen as the sole responsibility of the learner. Instead, we should shift 

our attention away from what individuals do separately and move it towards the way 

productive feedback practices are achieved in interaction between course participants and the 

resources available in the course environment.  
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 Aims and research questions 1.2

In order to shed more light on productive feedback practices from a relational perspective, this 

thesis addresses two overarching research questions:  

1) How are feedback practices in higher education constituted by social and epistemic 

relations? 

2) How can configurations of social and epistemic relations facilitate productive 

feedback practices? 

By addressing these questions, the thesis aims to contribute in a two-fold way to the empirical 

literature: first, by providing a descriptive account of feedback practices that reaches beyond 

our current understanding of what constitutes feedback in higher education; and second, by 

offering empirical insights into those relations that matter for generating conditions under 

which feedback practices can become productive. In line with these empirical aims, another 

objective is to develop our theoretical conceptualization of feedback further by employing a 

sociocultural perspective that accounts for the relational character of the phenomenon. This 

focus is closely intertwined with the methodological aim of devising units of analysis that will 

allow for studying feedback practices in complex naturalistic course environments. Finally, 

the thesis aims to generate ideas and practical recommendations for how teachers might 

facilitate productive feedback practices.  

 Empirical work 1.3

In line with the theoretical ideas presented above, this thesis’s empirical work pays specific 

attention to the (1) relations at play during the enactment of feedback practices, (2) relations 

that are incorporated in the designs of the courses in which feedback practices emerge, and 

(3) relations in the given knowledge domain the feedback practices are situated in. As will be 

argued in detail in Chapter 3, these relations come together in different empirical layers and 

operate at different scales of time and space. In addition, they require different 

conceptualization to account for their social and epistemic character. To generate a 

comprehensive empirical account of the relations that constitute feedback practices, the 

empirical work of this thesis therefore draws on various analytical lenses and diverse parts of 

a comprehensive data set that comprises two case studies of higher education courses.  

The analysis of each article has been devised specifically to generate rich insights into the 

different relations highlighted above. Article 1 investigates how feedback practices emerge 

throughout an entire course period, and how these practices are entangled with the relations of 

the specific course environment and the wider knowledge domain. Article 2 examines the 
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relations at play when feedback practices are enacted from moment to moment in a concrete 

feedback encounter in which students discuss a comment on their group assignment. Finally, 

Article 3 focusses on the relations in two different course designs, and how they afford 

opportunities for productive feedback practices.  

The empirical work of this thesis was developed in the frame of a larger research 

project titled ‘Quality in Norwegian Higher Education’ (or QNHE),
1
 which uses different case 

studies of higher education courses across Norway and Finland to investigate factors and 

mechanisms important for the quality of educational practices. Out of all cases, a biology 

(case A) and software engineering (case B) course were selected in this thesis for their 

potential to provide rich insights into the thesis’s research questions. Both courses use 

feedback as a central element of their designs and focus on engaging students in different 

knowledge exploration and generation activities over time. The data sources used in this 

thesis entail observation data (audio and video recordings, observation protocols, and field 

notes), interviews with course participants, and course documents. See Table 1 for an 

overview of the articles, which cases were used, and what relations these articles primarily 

provided insights on. Chapters 3 and 4 provide more details on how the different analytical 

lenses were developed and what empirical data was used. 

Table 1: Overview of articles, cases, and examined relations  

 Article 1 Article 2 Article 3 

Title What matters for 

productive feedback? 

Disciplinary practices 

and their relational 

dynamics 

Unpacking the feedback 

process: An analysis of 

undergraduate students' 

interactional meaning 

making of feedback 

comments 

Characteristics of 

course designs that 

cater for productive 

feedback  

 

Cases used 

for 

empirical 

analysis 

B) Software 

engineering 

A) Biology A) Biology  

B) Software 

engineering 

Relations 

primarily 

examined 

Relations at play during enactment  

Relations in the course 

designs 

 Relations in the 

course designs 

Relations in the knowledge domain 

 Thesis outline 1.4

This thesis is divided into two parts: the extended summary (part I) and the three empirical 

studies (part II). The extended summary provides an integrated account of the overarching 

rationale, analytical framework, and methodological approach of this thesis. It positions the 

                                                 
1
 Funded by the Norwegian Research Council under the FINNUT programme (2014-2018, project number: 

237960). For more information, visit the project website www.qnhe.no  

http://www.qnhe.no/
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work in the relevant literature and offers a comprehensive discussion of the thesis’s findings. 

Its structure is divided into six chapters. This introductory chapter has presented the 

background and aims of the thesis and has introduced the main research questions. Chapter 2 

then positions the thesis academically with respect to the empirical and conceptual literature 

on feedback in higher education. Chapter 3 presents the theoretical framing and analytical 

framework of the thesis. The fourth chapter presents this work’s methodological choices and 

empirical settings, as well as reflections on the methodological quality and limitations of the 

thesis. Chapter 5 offers brief summaries of the three empirical studies. Finally, Chapter 6 

presents an integrated discussion of the findings of the three articles in light of the thesis’s 

conceptual framing and the literature reviewed.  

 

Part II of the thesis encloses the three article manuscripts that make up the empirical work of 

this thesis: 

Article 1: Esterhazy, R. (2018b). What matters for productive feedback? Disciplinary 

practices and their relational dynamics. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher 

Education, 43(8), 1302–1314. https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2018.1463353 

Article 2: Esterhazy, R. & Damşa, C. (2017). Unpacking the feedback process: An analysis of 

undergraduate students’ interactional meaning-making of feedback comments. 

Studies in Higher Education. Advance Online Publication. 8 August 2017. 

https://doi.org/ 10.1080/03075079.2017.1359249 

Article 3: Esterhazy, R., Nerland, M., & Damşa, C. (submitted) Characteristics of course 

designs that cater for productive feedback. 
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2 Review 
Over the last few decades, feedback research has developed into an expanding field with 

extensive research activities across the world and with its own research communities, 

journals, and conferences. For that reason, the review in this thesis primarily focuses on 

literature on feedback in higher education, rather than taking a broader focus on teaching, 

learning and assessment issues or including research on feedback in other educational 

contexts.  

This chapter begins with an overview of the main strands of conceptual and empirical 

research on higher education feedback. It draws on publications of the past 20 years (1998-

2018) from the key journals
2
 in the field of general higher education teaching and learning 

that have been established the longest and are considered to be high-status journals, i.e. with 

regard to impact factor and general reputation (for detailed criteria see Tight, 2013). The 

choice of these key journals allowed for limiting the scope of the review and helped to ensure 

the quality of the reviewed articles. Based on Tight's (2013) proposed assumption that 

research on general higher education teaching and learning evolves first and foremost in those 

key journals, this review provides a focussed view of trends and developments within the 

community. The review was further complemented by several review articles on feedback in 

higher education that have been published in the last ten years (Evans, 2013; Hattie & 

Timperley, 2007; Jonsson, 2012; Winstone, Nash, Parker et al., 2017). In addition, relevant 

literature was included that was identified through the references used in the key journals. 

Thereafter, the chapter presents a more detailed review of three themes in the literature 

that are of particular importance to this thesis. The selection of these themes was partly based 

on the research gaps and ‘unsolved puzzles’ identified in the literature, and partly on issues 

that emerged through the theoretical perspective this thesis has taken. In general, the 

sociocultural stance informs the ways in which existing research is interpreted in this review.  

 Main strands of research on feedback in higher 2.1
education 

The origins of the term ‘feedback’ date back to the beginning of the 20th century, when the 

phrase was used in mechanical engineering to describe the process of regulating mechanical 

systems by ‘feeding back’ information about their output (Boud & Molloy, 2013). These 

ideas were later taken up in the context of education, though still little theoretical or empirical 

research was involved. Initially, the use of feedback in education was often characterized by a 

                                                 
2
 Selected general higher education journals (NB, no discipline-specific journals were included): Assessment and 

Evaluation in Higher Education, Higher Education, Studies in Higher Education, Teaching in Higher 

Education, Higher Education Research & Development, Innovative Higher Education, Journal of College 

Student Development, Journal of Higher Education, Research in Higher Education, Review of Higher Education 

and Active Learning in Higher Education 
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predominantly behaviourist focus, ‘assuming that it was possible to change others [through 

feedback] without conscious volition on their part’ (Boud & Molloy, 2013, p. 700). That 

feedback received relatively little attention in earlier higher education research was partly due 

to the fact that feedback was generally not considered particularly problematic at that time. 

Student cohorts in higher education were still relatively small, and feedback was typically 

‘part of a larger coordinated system of teacher–student communication that also involved one-

to-one discussions and the drafting and redrafting of assignments’ (Nicol, 2010, p. 501). 

The last half century, however, has seen the higher education field evolving towards 

more student-centred pedagogies (Biggs, 1996; Kember, 2009; Lea, Stephenson, & Troy, 

2003) and more diverse and sustainable forms of assessment (Boud, 2000; Sadler, 1989). 

Today’s higher education is also characterized by the political discourse on quality. The 

quality of feedback in particular has come under fire in these discourses, usually triggered by 

the consistently negative ratings of feedback gathered from student satisfaction surveys 

around the world (Yorke, 2013). In the wake of these developments, researchers have begun 

to pay increasing attention to feedback in higher education over the last few decades, and a 

separate research field of feedback in higher education has emerged. 

The current literature on feedback in higher education may be roughly divided into 

three major strands that are typically linked to certain methodological approaches. First, a 

large number of studies focus on the effectiveness of different feedback interventions (for 

reviews on this topic see Evans, 2013; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Many of these studies use 

surveys or focus groups to evaluate the effectiveness of feedback interventions that the course 

under investigation employs (e.g. Cartney, 2010; Donovan, 2014; Duncan, 2007; Ellery, 

2008; Ion, Martí, & Morell, 2018; Jones & Gorra, 2013; Nordrum, Evans, & Gustafsson, 

2013; Pitts, 2005). While these studies provide interesting insights into different ideas and 

propose practical approaches to feedback, they often lack sound theoretical frameworks and 

tend to ‘black-box’ the processes found between intervention and evaluation.  

Second, out of the growing awareness that feedback cannot be understood from a 

mechanistic stimuli-response perspective, an increasing number of studies have begun to 

explore the perceptions of feedback. These studies usually draw on self-report data such as 

interviews or surveys to address questions about students’ and/or teachers’ conceptions and 

definitions of feedback (e.g. Adcroft, 2011; Beaumont, O’Doherty, & Shannon, 2008; 

McDowell, 2007; McLean, Bond, & Nicholson, 2015; Pokorny & Pickford, 2010; Poulos & 

Mahony, 2008; Scott, 2014). Studies that consider both the student and teacher sides have 

provided interesting findings that point to diverging ways of how students and teachers 

understand and conceptualize feedback (e.g. Adcroft, 2011; Carless, 2006; Chanock, 2000; 

Dawson, Henderson, Mahoney, et al., 2018).  

Finally, a growing body of research is now focussing on engagement with feedback, 
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that is, how feedback is generated and used in practice (for reviews see Jonsson, 2012; 

Winstone, Nash, Parker et al., 2017). Most studies use self-report data to study how students 

and/or teachers report on how they have engaged with feedback (Bailey & Garner, 2010; Blair 

& McGinty, 2013; Carless, 2006; McCune, 2004; Orsmond & Merry, 2011; Orsmond, Merry, 

& Reiling, 2005; Rae & Cochrane, 2008; Steen-Utheim & Hopfenbeck, 2018; Tuck, 2012; 

Winstone, Nash, Rowntree, & Parker, 2017). Some studies have begun to draw on more 

diverse data sources, for example by analysing actual feedback comments according to their 

focus, specificity, or tone (Crisp, 2007; Donovan, 2014; Fernández-Toro, Truman, & Walker, 

2013; Mutch, 2003); using think-aloud methodologies to study teachers’ approaches to 

feedback (Orrell, 2006); tracking students’ access to feedback in virtual learning 

environments (Jones & Gorra, 2013); or analysing feedback-related changes in revised 

student assignments (Guasch, Espasa, & Martinez-Melo, 2018; Vardi, 2012; Walker, 2015). 

A number of these studies have also focussed on the actual interactions between students and 

teachers while they engage with feedback (Ajjawi & Boud, 2017, 2018; Eriksson & Mäkitalo, 

2015; Jansson, 2006; Rizan, Elsey, Lemon, Grant, & Monrouxe, 2014; Vehviläinen, 2009).  

For the conceptual approaches in the field, only a fraction of the studies listed above 

provide explicit definitions for the term ‘feedback’, which has led to a somewhat hazy 

theoretical foundation in the literature. The methodological approaches, however, can provide 

insights into a study’s conceptual understanding. In many studies, feedback is examined as a 

product, primarily in the form of the teacher’s feedback comments (e.g. Alvarez, Espasa, & 

Guasch, 2012; Crisp, 2007; Fernández-Toro et al., 2013). Recently, however, a number of 

researchers have begun to argue that this focus on feedback comments and how they are used 

to ‘transmit’ information limits our understanding of the processes and relations relevant for 

students to actually engage with this information.  

To that end, more and more researchers have begun to redirect our thinking about 

feedback. For example, Boud and Molloy (2012, p. 6) have suggested that feedback should be 

seen as a process ‘whereby learners obtain information about their work in order to appreciate 

the similarities and differences between the appropriate standards for any given work, and the 

qualities of the work itself, in order to generate improved work’. By moving the focus away 

from what the teacher does, Boud and Molloy (2012) place the spotlight on the dialogical 

processes through which students make meaning of and act upon feedback information (see 

also Carless, Salter, Yang, & Lam, 2011; Price, Handley, & Millar, 2011). In this perspective, 

students are thought of as active participants in the feedback process who interpret and use 

feedback differently depending on the learning context and the students’ motives. 

In summary, most previous studies on feedback in higher education have taken a 

product-transmission perspective, used self-reporting data sources, and focussed on the 

perception of feedback or the effects of feedback interventions. The field is undergoing a 
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number of important changes, however, such as an increasing focus on how students engage 

with feedback, the use of more observation-based methodologies, and the proposal of more 

theory-grounded conceptualizations of feedback as a process in which both teachers and 

students play central roles.  

While this diversification of conceptual and methodological choices is an encouraging 

development, a number of under-researched areas remain in the empirical literature. First, 

while a growing number of researchers acknowledge that it is important to study engagement 

with feedback, few empirical studies to date have provided insights into the in situ enactment 

of feedback practices. Second, researchers have paid scant attention to the role of course 

designs and how feedback is planned and organized. And finally, researchers have paid little 

attention to the role of knowledge and epistemic aspects of feedback processes. Instead, 

research on feedback tends to be generic and focussed on identifying strategies and techniques 

that can be applied independently of the specific knowledge domain (Bennett, 2011; Svanes 

& Skagen, 2016). This is surprising, considering that one of the main purposes of feedback in 

higher education is to support students in generating specific domain knowledge that will be 

relevant for understanding and improving the quality of the tasks they are working on.  

This thesis aims to contribute to these three under-researched areas and to position 

itself in the forefront of conceptual and methodological developments. To that end, the 

following sections present a detailed review of the literature of particular interest for this 

thesis – that is, studies that address (1) the enactment of feedback, (2) design aspects of 

feedback, and (3) epistemic aspects of feedback 

 Studies addressing the enactment of feedback 2.2

The growing body of research on engagement with feedback is generally characterized by a 

dominant focus on how students make use of feedback and what the underlying reasons might 

be for not engaging with feedback. Two recent reviews have shown that the majority of these 

studies rely on student self-reports of how they use feedback, rather than investigating their 

behaviour in vivo (Jonsson, 2012; Winstone, Nash, Parker et al., 2017). Several noteworthy 

exceptions do exist, however, in which alternative data sources were explored in order to 

illustrate the actual enactment processes at play in feedback practices. 

One strand of empirical inquiry has focussed on combining student self-reports with 

the actual changes students make to their texts upon engaging with feedback comments. 

These studies found that students generally ignore a large part of their feedback comments 

(Walker, 2015; Wingate, 2010). Wingate (2010) also showed that those students who did 

make use of comments were able to improve their assignments. More specifically, Vardi 

(2012) found that students’ texts changed in relation to their emerging understanding of the 

interplay of the form, knowledge content, and context of the texts. The author suggests that an 
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assignment draft can be thought of as a manifestation of a student’s understanding of these 

three elements at a specific point in time. Vardi (2012) found that in particular feedback that 

provided guidance on the integration of form, context, and content proved to be productive in 

supporting positive changes in the texts, as reflected in the improvements in grades. These 

findings indicate that complex meaning-making processes are at play when students make 

feedback-related changes to their assignments.  

A few studies in the sociocultural tradition have used observational data to explore 

how these meaning-making processes are enacted in situ (Eriksson & Mäkitalo, 2015; 

Jansson, 2006; Vehviläinen, 2009). Drawing on video recordings of two feedback encounters 

in which supervisors provided critical feedback comments on their students’ master’s theses, 

Vehviläinen (2009) found that the students showed subdued, but persistent, resistance to the 

comments. This resistance resulted in an increasing misalignment between student and 

supervisor, which was related to different ‘interactional turns’ that supported this 

unproductive development. That study provides valuable insights into the dialogical 

interactions that take place when feedback is being discussed; it also shows the potential 

relevance of the interactions in such encounters regarding the students’ willingness to follow 

up on feedback afterwards.  

Another study that used videos of feedback encounters and drew on sociocultural ideas 

found that students and teachers made meaning of different cultural tools that were activated 

during a supervisory meeting (Eriksson & Mäkitalo, 2015). The tools identified in the study 

were both material resources (such as written assignments and outlines) as well as intellectual 

resources (such as speech genres and social languages). The way those tools were activated 

during these encounters influenced the degree to which the students were able to access the 

respective discipline and the underlying epistemic premises. The students’ and teachers’ 

verbal discourse on the outline document, the feedback comments, and the intellectual tools 

(such as models, comparisons, or trends) provided the students with access points to the ways 

of arguing and reasoning used in the discipline (see also Anderson & Hounsell, 2007).  

A different study (Jansson, 2006) employed a social practice approach to student 

writing by analysing the audio recordings of student dialogues in a collaborative writing 

group while students discussed comments they had received on a draft. The findings showed 

how the students, through interactions with each other and with the text, accessed and used 

domain knowledge available in the educational setting. The writing process was mediated by 

the teacher’s voice, which was ‘extracted from the institutional frame, paraphrased and put 

into the students’ colloquial talk’ (Jansson, 2006, p. 667). Through these interactions, the 

students were gradually able to decipher their teacher’s expectations and they could 

recontextualize the domain-specific conventions of academic writing in the specific context of 

their assignment.  
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These three studies provide an account of how taking a sociocultural approach can 

help us to unpack the complex processes through which students make meaning of feedback 

in the context of their knowledge domain. These studies also show the importance of taking 

both the material and intellectual means that mediate these interactional meaning-making 

processes into account. 

Other studies that have drawn on observational data have focussed on the behaviour 

students show in response to different feedback comments. One study in the medical 

education field showed that students engaged in a range of responses to the different types of 

feedback during bedside teaching encounters, and that some of those feedback strategies led 

to more productive changes in student behaviour than others (Rizan et al., 2014). Another 

study that analysed asynchronous feedback encounters in an online environment showed how 

interactional turns were not only taken between teachers and students but also with prompts 

from the coursework (Ajjawi & Boud, 2017). These findings indicate that feedback is enacted 

in interaction between course participants and the knowledge resources available in the course 

environment. Ajjawi and Boud's (2018) follow-up study showed that the way these 

interactions unfolded was related to how the students engaged in self-regulatory behaviour 

and moved beyond their immediate tasks. 

To summarize, these studies addressing the enactment of feedback have provided 

insight into how students and teachers act and talk while engaging with feedback, as well as 

how textual resources are generated or modified during these enactments. Several key 

messages may be drawn from this body of literature: (1) meaning-making processes are 

central in the enactment of feedback; (2) the enactment of feedback generally involves 

materializations into products such as texts; and (3) shifting the analytical focus towards talk, 

actions, and knowledge resources can help to overcome the limitations of self-report data.  

 Studies addressing design aspects of feedback 2.3

The relevance of course designs for feedback was already proposed decades ago in Sadler's 

(1989) seminal work on formative assessment and feedback. Acknowledging that productive 

feedback requires that students develop the necessary skills to evaluate and improve the 

quality of their own work, Sadler argued that course designs must incorporate opportunities 

for students to experience evaluative situations in which they have to engage with the multiple 

and often ill-defined criteria of quality.  

Over the years, these ideas have developed further into the suggestion that feedback 

should be repositioned ‘away from its taken-for-granted role as a feature of the ways teachers 

act towards students, towards being seen as an attribute of the curriculum that locates it as a 

central feature of student engagement’ (Boud & Molloy, 2013, p. 706). In their conceptual 

work, Boud and Molloy (2013) proposed general principles of integrating ‘sustainable 
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feedback’ into course designs; this feedback supports students in their immediate tasks but 

also helps them to learn throughout their lives and beyond graduation. To cater for sustainable 

feedback, they argue, feedback should be thought of as a designed sequence of development 

over time rather than as a collection of isolated events. 

Picking up on these conceptual ideas, several empirical studies have investigated how 

teachers plan and organize feedback in their courses. Using interviews with teachers who had 

won teaching-excellence awards, Carless et al. (2011) found that those teachers’ feedback 

practices entailed (1) giving students a more central role in generating and interpreting 

feedback; and (2) designing course environments in which productive dialogue on feedback 

could emerge. The teachers achieved these goals by including two-stage assignments, by 

providing dialogical feedback in oral presentations or by integrating technology-supported 

feedback in the course designs.  

While Carless et al.’s (2011) study relied on self-report data, other studies have 

employed additional data to investigate how feedback was planned for. Using principles of 

design research, van den Berg, Admiraal, and Pilot (2006) implemented seven parallel course 

designs with peer feedback and explored which design principles were the most important for 

making the designs productive. Data from observations, interviews, and questionnaires 

revealed that the most productive designs were those in which peer feedback did not overlap 

with teacher feedback, and in which peer feedback was performed in groups of three to four 

students. Another study used observational data of a single case to investigate a teacher’s 

strategies of guiding and enabling her students to become more self-sufficient and active users 

of feedback (Xu & Carless, 2017). While the study did not explicitly address questions of 

design, it did indicate that the teacher had engaged in planning activities in which she 

modelled and scaffolded feedback opportunities, in which students could receive socio-

affective support and were able to develop the skills necessary to generate and accept critical 

feedback.  

While course design is often not the focus of research on feedback, several authors 

have acknowledged that certain arrangements in course and study programme designs have 

consequences for feedback practices. For example, Price et al.’s (2011) study on perceived 

engagement with feedback revealed a number of institutional conditions under which students 

found it difficult to engage with feedback. These conditions included a ‘fragmentation of 

programmes that lead to a student experience of discontinuity of teaching staff [and] the use 

of [hourly contract staff] who are paid to provide written feedback but not to talk to students 

outside class time’ (Price et al., 2011, p. 892f). These conditions point to the relevance of 

accounting for the institutional conditions of courses and study programmes when designing 

for productive feedback practices.  

This situation is also illustrated by Dysthe's (2011) case study of a master’s 
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programme in education. In her study, the author focussed on exploring the features of course 

designs that might afford or constrain student learning from feedback. The designs the author 

investigated included several writing assignments, but the assignments lacked opportunities 

for the students to revise their work after they had received feedback. Dysthe (2011) 

suggested that reducing the number of tasks and including space for revisions might have had 

a positive effect on the students’ engagement with feedback, although she also argued that 

such changes could have had other undesirable consequences, such as reducing the students’ 

wider engagement with the curriculum. This study illustrates how productive feedback 

practices are closely intertwined with the other elements of a course design, and in particular 

with the organization of tasks.  

But also technology plays an important part in feedback and course designs. In a 

comprehensive review of the use of technology in feedback practices, Dawson, Henderson, 

Ryan et al. (2018) highlighted the benefits, challenges, and design implications of different 

technological tools, such as video feedback, clickers, or e-portfolios. Their main findings 

were that designs that included user-friendly technologies in their feedback practices were 

generally perceived as being positive and engaging. However, they also found that including 

technology did not automatically lead to opportunities for the students to engage productively 

with feedback. Rather, they concluded that ‘technologies are just one component in a complex 

and interdependent system’ for feedback (Dawson, Henderson, Ryan et al., 2018, p. 36) and 

that it is important to develop these technologies as part of a more sophisticated long-term and 

programme-wide design.  

To summarize, we may draw two main conclusions from the literature addressing 

design aspects of feedback: (1) the arrangement of people, tasks, and tools is central for 

designing for productive feedback; and (2) there is no one-size-fits-all solution for designing 

for productive feedback in different course contexts. While the literature indicates the 

importance of studying feedback as an integral part of course and programme designs, little 

empirical work has been conducted on how feedback is incorporated into course designs. This 

thesis addresses this knowledge gap by investigating how different features of course designs 

afford opportunities for productive feedback. 

 Studies addressing epistemic aspects of feedback 2.4

While several studies have provided relevant insights into epistemic aspects of feedback, 

these insights are often a side product rather than the main focus of the empirical investigation 

(e.g. McCune, 2004; Vardi, 2012). Recently, however, several authors have begun to 

problematize the fact that too much feedback research has focussed on developing generic 

models rather than finding ways to account for the epistemic aspects of different disciplines 

(Ajjawi, Molloy, Bearman, & Rees, 2017; Evans, 2013). To address this issue, Yang and 
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Carless (2013) proposed a three-dimensional model to describe the discipline’s influence on 

the conditions for feedback practices in a given course. According to this model, the feedback 

conditions in a course are characterized by (1) the disciplinary knowledge content and skills 

students need to learn and engage with during the feedback process (this is the cognitive 

dimension); (2) the typical relations between students, teachers, and the knowledge content 

(the social-affective dimension); and (3) the typical ways in which feedback processes are 

organized and what knowledge resources are made available (the structural dimension). Yang 

and Carless’s (2013) ideas highlight the significance of accounting for the knowledge domain 

when studying the conditions for productive feedback practices, but these ideas have not yet 

been followed up systematically in epistemic work.  

Also a number of other authors have addressed the notion that feedback is closely 

interrelated with the knowledge domain. For example, Price, Handley, O’Donovan, Rust, and 

Millar (2013) state that the relations at play in feedback practices are ‘influenced by the social 

structures and discourses that shape the socio-cultural practices of our educational 

institutions’ (p. 45). As they argue, feedback practices in higher education would benefit from 

a ‘more contextual appreciation of knowing, and recognition of the contested nature of 

knowledge and “quality”’ (Price et al., 2013, p. 44). To do so, they problematize the ideas that 

the teacher is an authoritative source of disciplinary knowledge and that students need to 

reconstruct this knowledge content with the help of the teacher’s ‘corrections’ in case faulty 

representations occur. Instead, Price and colleagues (2013) argue for a more dialogic 

approach to feedback that would support students and teachers in co-constructing a shared 

understanding of this disciplinary knowledge content. As such, they emphasize that the 

students’ ‘relationship with the disciplinary content, and with the assignments in which they 

have invested time and energy’ (Price et al., 2013, p. 46), is just as important as their 

relationship with their teachers or peers. 

Similar ideas are proposed by Anderson and Hounsell (2007, p. 463) who suggest that 

disciplines are characterized by certain ‘ways of thinking and practicing’. According to their 

study, domain knowledge has a “dynamic relationship with the practices that are implicated in 

its creation, interpretation and use’ (Anderson & Hounsell, 2007, p. 463). Productive 

feedback, in this line of thinking, provides students with opportunities to understand and 

engage in these knowledge practices (Anderson, 2014). Previous empirical studies that have 

shown how students are introduced to the knowledge practices of a given disciplinary field 

while discussing feedback with their supervisors or peers lend support to these theoretical 

ideas (Eriksson & Mäkitalo, 2015; Jansson, 2006). Similarly, Hyatt’s (2005) analysis of the 

‘guidance practices’ related to graduate students’ assignments revealed how feedback 

inducted students into the academic discourse of their disciplines. Hyatt, who raises similar 

issues as Price et al. (2013) do in their work, notes that the teachers examined in his study 
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often played the role of ‘anonymous authority figure[s] presenting canonical unquestionable 

rules’ (Hyatt, 2005, p. 350) instead of employing feedback practices that would allow students 

to access, contest, and reconstruct the academic discourses they were becoming part of. 

McDowell’s (2007) phenomenographic study of the variations in students’ 

experiences of engaging with feedback provides further relevant insight into the epistemic 

relations found in feedback. McDowell found that students typically follow different 

‘pathways’ of engagement that differ in the way in which they relate to the processes of 

knowledge generation. Some students, for example, tend to focus on reproducing knowledge 

and ‘getting the subject matter “right”’, which makes it difficult for them to identify 

principles they can transfer from task to task (McDowell, 2007, p. 246). Other students 

typically ‘see assignments only as hurdles to be overcome rather than also as opportunities for 

learning and developing their understanding’ (McDowell, 2007, p. 247). These findings imply 

that some students interpret feedback only for improving how they approach their assignments 

rather than for understanding what their assignments are about.  

These two examples illustrate that feedback practices that only involve formulaic 

surface approaches in which students ‘check off’ comments and reproduce knowledge are not 

likely to lead to learning. McDowell concludes that productive feedback needs to address 

‘both the subject-related, content aspects of student work and the generic features [such as] 

structure, presentation, [and] use of evidence’ (2007, p. 248; emphasis in the original). That 

way, students might ‘realize that what they say is relevant alongside how they say it’ (p. 248; 

emphasis in the original). 

Another relevant epistemic aspect is that feedback is always linked to assessment 

criteria that incorporate what is generally considered valuable knowledge in a specific 

domain. Previous researchers have argued that students need to develop ‘feedback literacy’, 

which implies not only that students can interpret and use feedback in their work but also that 

they become literate in the epistemic discourses and practices of their given discipline 

(Carless & Boud, 2018; Price, Handley, & Millar, 2011; Sutton, 2012). Sutton, more 

specifically, suggests that feedback literacy has an ‘epistemological dimension’, which refers 

to the students’ openness to the possibility of changing ‘the form and content of their mode of 

knowing’ (2012, p. 34). This means that productive feedback practices that support students’ 

development of feedback literacy should help them form ‘judgments concerning what counts 

as valid knowledge within particular disciplines [in order to] develop the ability to assess the 

quality of their own and others’ work’ (Sutton, 2012, p. 33).  

This idea is closely linked to the notion of ‘evaluative judgement’ (Tai, Ajjawi, Boud, 

Dawson, & Panadero, 2018), which scholars have paid increasing attention to in recent years. 

For example, Tai at al. (2018) argue that feedback practices entail processes of evaluative 

judgement; that is, ‘the capability to make decisions about the quality of work of oneself and 
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others’ (p 467). This capability is arguably a central attribute of higher education graduates, 

who need to become competent learners who can ‘operate unsupervised and manage their 

own learning and work’ (Boud, Ajjawi, Dawson, & Tai, 2018, p. 9). In this view, feedback is 

a potent educational practice that can help students develop evaluative judgement. The 

authors argue that feedback is especially important when a discrepancy exists between the 

students’ own judgement of the quality of their work and the standards set in the respective 

knowledge domain. For feedback practices to be productive, thus, students need opportunities 

to calibrate their own judgements in light of the knowledge standards in their discipline, 

rather than merely being provided with information about their task (Boud, Lawson, & 

Thompson, 2015). As such, feedback enactments are characterized by complex relations 

between learners’ judgements of their own work, their understandings of the knowledge 

standards of the discipline, and their interpretations of the judgements of others.  

To summarize, both conceptual and empirical studies have addressed different epistemic 

aspects of feedback. The literature reviewed above highlights two main findings that are of 

relevance when studying feedback practices: (1) the facts that feedback practices are closely 

intertwined with the knowledge domain and its discourses and practices, and (2) the idea that 

domain knowledge content addressed in specific feedback encounters matters for 

understanding feedback practices. While these epistemic aspects are regularly acknowledged 

(and lately have become more prominent) in conceptual work on feedback, empirical research 

that focusses on the role of domain knowledge in particular remains scarce. This thesis 

addresses this gap by shedding more light on how epistemic relations matter for productive 

feedback practices in higher education. 

 Review summary  2.5

This review has given an overview of previous research on feedback in higher education and 

has provided further details on work that has addressed the enactment, design aspects and 

epistemic aspects of feedback. Locating this thesis in relation to the different strands of 

research serves as foundation for justifying the different thematic and analytical foci of this 

thesis’s three articles.  

First, the shortage of empirical work that has focussed on the in situ processes of the 

enactment of feedback provides the basis for the analytical choice of including observational 

data and document analyses, in addition to self-report data, in the different articles.  

Second, the scarcity of literature on the design aspects of feedback supports this 

thesis’s specific focus on how the relations between course elements matter for productive 

feedback.  

Third, the lacking focus on the epistemic aspects of feedback supports the focus on the 

knowledge domain and its discourses and practices in the empirical work of this thesis. This 
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implies that all findings are treated as specific for the respective domain while at the same 

time exploring the general dynamics and mechanisms by which knowledge domains might 

shape the way feedback unfolds in higher education courses.  

Finally, building on the important work conducted by those researchers who have 

explored the notion of feedback as a process, this thesis presents a conceptual framework that 

accounts for relations that matter for productive feedback practices. The choice of using a 

sociocultural perspective on educational practices has been informed by the empirical 

research literature on feedback and its current trends towards taking a relational view of 

feedback, along with the accompanying theoretical and methodological developments. By 

addressing these different gaps in the literature, this thesis aims to advance both the empirical 

and conceptual developments in the literature on feedback in higher education.  

 

 



 

19 

 

3 Analytical framework 

This thesis employs a sociocultural perspective on educational practices (Säljö, 2005; 

Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1998) to study feedback in higher education. The central focus of 

this perspective is on the development of human activity, knowledge, and social practices and 

how these are inter-related with individuals’ actions and meaning-making (Säljö, 2005; 

Wertsch, 1998). This theoretical stance was selected due to its array of conceptual notions that 

allow for the studying of feedback as a relational phenomenon. This chapter first outlines an 

overview of the key theoretical assumptions of the sociocultural perspective before 

elaborating on how these assumptions serve a relational conceptualization of feedback. 

Concluding, the chapter presents the units of analysis and concepts that make up the 

analytical framework of this thesis. 

 Key theoretical assumptions  3.1

 Social practices 3.1.1

The theoretical starting point of this thesis is the central sociocultural idea that human actions, 

performed either individually or collectively, are part of social practices (Säljö, 2005). Social 

practices are ‘ways of doing’ that people share in communities, and that incorporate, and are 

shaped by, cultural tools and social conventions that have developed over time. Every 

individual is part of many social practices at the same time; these practices make up the 

environment and structure how individuals act and make meaning of the world. As such, 

social practices always have a structural dimension that is closely intertwined with a 

dimension of enactment. Social practices do not exist independently outside individuals but 

instead come into existence through the individuals’ actions. They are enacted through social 

encounters in which individuals collectively act and make meaning of the world. As such, 

knowledge is socially constructed in interaction between individuals and their social and 

material environment. Through every social encounter, the actions and meanings that people 

generate in situ also shape and structure the further development of the respective practice. 

This notion implies that social practices are constituted by relations that are sustained beyond 

the concrete situation while simultaneously being emergent and assembled anew during each 

of the social encounters through which they are enacted.  

 Mediation and cultural tools  3.1.2

Another core assumption in the sociocultural perspective is that humans do not act in a direct 

way in the physical and social world; instead, action is mediated by cultural tools (Vygotsky, 

1978; Wertsch, 1991). In this thesis, the terms ‘cultural tools’ and ‘mediational means’ are 

used interchangeably and encompass both intellectual tools, such as symbols, signs or 

concepts; and material tools, such as pencils and textbooks but also ‘acoustic sign vehicles’ or 



 

20 

 

utterances in the spoken language (Wertsch, 1998, p. 31). Making a distinction between 

intellectual and material tools, however, serves only analytical purposes. In practice, the 

material and the intellectual presuppose each other and are closely intertwined because, as 

Cole (1998, p. 117) argues, the ‘material form has been shaped by [the tools’] participation in 

the interactions of which they were previously part and which they mediate in the present’. 

The ability of humans to externalize intellectual resources into material resources and to 

recontextualize them in future enactments of a practice is essential to the ways in which social 

practices and their inherent norms, values and knowledge are shared and sustained over both 

time and contexts (Säljö, 2005). In other words, cultural tools have developed historically and 

incorporate the collective knowledge, norms, and values of the knowledge domain from 

which they are derived.  

Social practices also entail certain social conventions and rules related to how tools are 

commonly used. When cultural tools are activated in the flow of human actions, they 

transform the ways in which individuals act and make meaning of the world. They never fully 

determine human actions but instead provide opportunities for new interpretations and novel 

ways of using the tools. As such, different cultural tools vary in the flexibility of the frames 

they provide for an action. While some tools constitute standards with strict rules that 

constrain how they might be translated for local use, others are more flexible in the way they 

can be interpreted and used (Ludvigsen & Nerland, 2013). As Säljö (2005, p. 96, translated by 

the author) argues, ‘the world does not repeat itself completely, but there is always a dynamic 

between the tools we use and our social practices’. One important consequence of individuals 

activating cultural tools in new ways during the enactment of social practices is the 

transformation of the tools themselves. These mutually constitutive relations between humans 

and their cultural tools are therefore considered at the core of the way humans learn and how 

social practices are maintained, transformed or renewed.  

 Meaning-making  3.1.3

The notion of mediated action implies that human action always involves the use of cultural 

tools (Wertsch, 1998). In the course of their historical development, cultural tools become 

inscribed with certain meaning potentials that have emerged ‘collectively in cultural history, 

and are being recontextualized, renegotiated and perhaps redefined in ongoing practices’ 

(Linell, 1998, p. 125). These meaning potentials are, however, not ready to be enacted in 

social situations. Rather, they need to be interpreted ‘both in the contexts of in situ interaction 

and within sociocultural practices established over long traditions of indulging in such 

interactions’ (Linell, 1998, p. 54). This means that acting involves meaning-making of the 

cultural tools that individuals encounter in a specific situation. In these social encounters, 

individuals make meaning together by sharing and aligning their experiences, interpretations, 
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and ideas (Wertsch, 1998). Individuals share their views through interactions and spoken 

utterances in which meaning is stabilized for a moment and thereby made available to be 

taken up and re-interpreted in the further progress of the interaction (Linell, 2009). Meaning-

making also entails processes whereby cultural tools are transformed and inscribed with 

newly generated meanings derived from past enactments of the social practice. This process 

shows that productive knowledge construction involves a dynamic interplay between meaning 

potentials and their inscriptions, as well as a situated interpretation thereof; such interplay is 

achieved in interaction between the different individuals and the tools while enacting a 

practice (Säljö, 2005).  

 Conceptualizing feedback from a sociocultural 3.2
perspective 

Taking a sociocultural stance influences the way in which productive feedback is 

conceptualized and studied in the empirical work of this thesis. The following section unpacks 

the theoretical assumptions presented above and elaborates on how they serve to 

conceptualize feedback from a sociocultural perspective. 

 Understanding feedback as social practice  3.2.1

The sociocultural stance offers an alternative to the widespread perspective of feedback as an 

isolated piece of information that is transmitted from a feedback giver to a receiver (see 

Chapter 2). By shifting attention away from the transmission view and towards a relational 

perspective, this thesis conceptualizes feedback as a social practice that includes a range of 

characteristics derived from the sociocultural assumptions outlined above. Feedback practices 

involve sets of processes and actions that are achieved collectively by the students and 

teachers in a course, and that are shaped by different social and epistemic relations. For the 

sake of clarity, it is important to note that the theoretical notion of feedback practice implies a 

much wider range of processes and actions than the common use of the term, which typically 

only includes the teachers’ actions involved in writing feedback comments. Further on, this 

thesis focuses moreover on productive feedback practices in particular. Feedback practices 

are considered productive, when they include processes of generating, making meaning of, 

and acting upon information about the quality of student performances.  

Drawing on the key assumptions on social practices (see section 3.1.1), the analytical 

work of this thesis builds on the idea that feedback practices are always constituted at the 

intersection of (1) enactment, i.e. the ways in which students and teachers interact with each 

other and relevant resources during the course; and (2) structure, i.e. the social conventions 

and cultural tools that have developed throughout history and that are inscribed with the 

norms, values, and knowledge of the respective knowledge domain. These two aspects are 

closely intertwined and intersect in social encounters in which students and teachers 
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collectively construct knowledge about the quality of the student performance, as well as how 

to improve that performance. In such productive feedback encounters, course participants 

generate, make meaning of, and act upon information about the performance in relation to the 

standards and domain knowledge relevant for the specific task and discipline at hand. 

Students and teachers do so by interacting with each other and with relevant resources, which 

is influenced by the individuals’ prior knowledge of the discipline and previous encounters in 

which they have engaged with feedback in the past. The course participants’ interactions are 

also influenced by their previous experiences and interpretations of what it means to be a 

student or teacher in this specific institution, discipline, or course. 

 Feedback practices as situated in the knowledge domain 3.2.2

Viewing feedback as a social practice helps to draw our attention to the relations that are 

relevant for studying what matters for productive feedback practices. Higher education 

disciplines are often thought of as a complex web of different social practices and discourses 

that shape the social encounters through which teaching and learning processes unfold 

(Trowler, 2012). These practices have developed throughout history and have brought with 

them an array of different cultural tools and conventions that are activated in the enactment of 

higher education courses. Because knowledge plays a central role in higher education, the 

established knowledge and collective ways of knowing constitute the main organizing 

principles in the different disciplines and their practices (Becher & Trowler, 2001; 

Markauskaite & Goodyear, 2017). The knowledge domain shapes – and is shaped by – the 

epistemic content that course participants engage with during the different tasks and activities 

common for that discipline, as well as the social conventions that apply to engaging with 

these tasks and activities. Consequently, feedback practices are constituted by the social and 

epistemic relations that make up the specific knowledge domain. These relations have 

developed historically and constitute relatively stable structures over time; at the same time, 

they are assembled anew and in slightly different ways every time the practices are enacted. 

These assumptions imply that the enactment of feedback practices in a specific course is 

closely intertwined with the ways in which the knowledge in the respective discipline is 

organized, with what counts as valid knowledge in that discipline, and with the rules that 

apply for interacting with the available resources and other participants. From these ideas, we 

may conclude that feedback practices cannot be studied without taking into account the social 

and epistemic relations that make up the disciplinary context in which the practices are 

situated. 

 Feedback practices as mediated by cultural tools 3.2.3

Another relevant assumption we may draw from the sociocultural perspective is that human 

actions are socially and culturally mediated (Wertsch, 1991). This notion highlights that the 
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practice of ‘doing feedback’ always entails engagement with cultural tools. Higher education 

is characterized by a widespread use of tools that are both material and intellectual. These 

tools involve in particular textual resources, in which the historically developed meaning of 

semantic signs – or words – is materialized and thereby made accessible in the here and now 

(Wertsch, 1998). Examples might include course plans, assignment drafts, or feedback 

comments, all of which are of material character (e.g. ink on a piece of paper or sound waves 

of an audible utterance) while at the same time being imbued with scientific concepts, norms, 

and values derived from the respective knowledge domain. What these cultural tools look like 

in situ, and how they are made meaning of, is hence formed by the social and epistemic 

relations incorporated in the knowledge domain from which they have derived. 

Central to the idea of mediated action is the assumption that people always make 

meaning of cultural tools in situ. From this notion, we can infer that feedback practices entail 

meaning-making and, in particular, processes of externalization and recontextualization 

(Wertsch, 1998). Domain knowledge, standards, and values are externalized into textual 

resources by generating feedback comments and inscribing them with meaning potentials; at 

the same time, these meaning potentials are recontextualized and made meaning of in relation 

to the knowledge content provided in the task and the wider domain. These meaning-making 

processes are central to the way feedback practices are mediated by the cultural tools at play. 

This idea also suggests that feedback practices that provide good opportunities for meaning-

making contribute to student engagement with the knowledge and practices of the respective 

discipline (Eriksson & Mäkitalo, 2015).  

 Feedback practices as both planned for and emerging 3.2.4

While this thesis offers a perspective on feedback that incorporates both students and teachers 

as core participants, it is nonetheless important to pay attention to the specific roles teachers 

play in feedback practices. Due to the very nature of instruction and teaching, the majority of 

social encounters during higher education courses are planned for by the teacher beforehand. 

In other words, ‘instruction suggests sequential orderings of future actions and … interaction 

before a specific event takes place’ (Ludvigsen, Rasmussen, Krange et al., 2010, p. 108). 

These processes of instructing and planning can themselves be seen as emerging practices, but 

they also generate textual resources in the form of course plans or task descriptions that enter 

as cultural tools into the practices that unfold during the course (Goodyear, 2015; Lattuca & 

Stark, 2011). Following the idea of ‘teaching as design’ (Goodyear, 2015, p. 32), teaching 

includes the arrangement of three types of ‘designable’ elements: (1) learning tasks, (2) 

physical and digital environments, and (3) forms of social organization and the division of 

labour. Arranging these elements in certain ways creates opportunities for students to think, 

feel, and talk in ways that will be consequential for their learning.  
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This activity-centred view of learning suggests that productive feedback practices can 

also be thought of as something that can be planned for by arranging course participants, 

material, and intellectual tools in course designs. These arrangements incorporate a set of 

social and epistemic relations between the course elements that creates different opportunities 

for productive feedback practices to emerge. These relations are shaped by the teachers’ past 

experiences with feedback practices and more generally with the knowledge domain. The idea 

that social practices are never enacted in exactly the same way implies that course participants 

need to make meaning of these planned opportunities for feedback during the enactment of a 

course. How a planned feedback opportunity is enacted is thus related to the ways in which 

course participants interpret, negotiate, and recontextualize the different elements of the 

pedagogical design in relation to their previous experiences in the knowledge domain. Based 

on these considerations, feedback practices in this thesis are understood to be both planned for 

by the teacher and continually emerging through feedback encounters in which course 

participants engage in shared meaning-making.  

 Units of analysis and core concepts 3.3

Based on the conceptual stances described above, three sets of relations emerge as being 

particularly promising for the empirical investigation of this thesis’s research questions. First, 

the assumption that feedback practices are always achieved in interaction between course 

participants and the available resources in the course context draws our attention to the 

relations at play during the enactment of feedback practices. Second, the assumption that 

feedback practices are can be planned for draws our attention to the relations incorporated in 

the course designs. Finally, the idea that feedback practices are situated in the knowledge 

domain suggests that we should focus on the relations incorporated in the knowledge domain.  

While these relations are in theory closely intertwined, it is necessary to use 

meaningful segments of data that can provide insights into how these different relations occur 

in the empirical world. To that end, three units of analysis were devised that operate at 

different layers of description and timelines. Each unit of analysis is linked to specific core 

concepts that guide the empirical analysis in the different articles that are part of this thesis. 

Table 2 provides an overview of these units of analysis and their related core concepts, which 

the following sections will elaborate on further.  
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Table 2: Overview of units of analysis and core concepts 

 Article 1 Article 2 Article 3 

Relations 

primarily 

examined 

Relations at play during enactment  

Relations in the course 

designs 
 Relations in the 

course designs 

Relations in the knowledge domain 

Unit of analysis Feedback encounters across 

an entire course 

Interactions during 

feedback encounters 

Feedback 

opportunities in 

course designs 

Core concepts  Feedback encounters 

 Disciplinary practices 

(educational and 

professional) 

 Cultural tools 

 Social conventions 

 Meaning-making 

trajectories 

 Cultural tools 

 

 Course design 

 Feedback 

opportunities 

 Feedback encounters across an entire course 3.3.1

The assumption that social practices such as feedback practices comprise both structure and 

enactment requires the use of a unit of analysis that can account for both. To that end, all 

feedback encounters emerging across the duration of an entire course were selected as a 

meaningful unit of analysis in Article 1. Feedback encounters are defined as social encounters 

in which course participants and the cultural tools and conventions of the knowledge domain 

come together and engage in the practice of ‘doing feedback’. These encounters can be 

thought of as the enactment of the feedback practices in a specific course that is closely 

intertwined with the social and epistemic relations incorporated in the knowledge domain in 

which the course is situated. To refer to the specific practices and relations of a knowledge 

domain, this thesis uses the concept of disciplinary practices. While these disciplinary 

practices in principle encompass an infinite number of different practices, in the context of 

this thesis, the focus is narrowed down to educational practices (i.e. the teaching- and 

learning-related activities that students and teachers engage in while part of a course in the 

discipline) and professional practices (i.e. the work-related activities that are common among 

graduates of a given discipline). What types of feedback encounters will emerge in a course 

depends on the participants’ in situ interpretation and enactment of these disciplinary 

practices, as well as the tools and conventions these practices entail. At the same time, each 

enactment of a feedback encounter contributes to the relations that constitute the disciplinary 

practices and potentially influences how they will be organized in the future within the 

course, the institution, and the knowledge domain. In that way, the analytical focus on the 

feedback encounters that emerge across a course can account for both the structural and 

enactment layers of the practices at play. 

 Empirically, this unit of analysis draws our attention to certain elements in the data 
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material: (1) the cultural tools and social conventions that have developed historically and are 

imbued with the knowledge and norms that characterize the disciplinary practices in which 

they have developed; and (2) the actions whereby course participants use cultural tools during 

feedback encounters, as well as their discourses about the social conventions that influence 

these actions. As such, this unit of analysis’s wide focus on encounters across a whole course 

provides not only insights into the relevant relations in the knowledge domain but also yields 

hints about the relations that might matter during the enactment of feedback practices and 

within the course design of the specific course. 

 Interactions during feedback encounters 3.3.2

Following the theoretical assumption that feedback practices are achieved in social interaction 

between course participants and their environment, the unit of analysis chosen for Article 2 

are the interactions during feedback encounters. The focus on these interactions provides 

insights into the ways in which productive feedback is enacted from moment to moment as 

well as how different social and epistemic relations matter in this enactment. If we draw on 

the idea that productive feedback practices involve processes of externalization and 

recontextualization (see section 3.2.3), then it is important to study how course participants 

generate, make meaning of, and use feedback comments in relation to tasks, other relevant 

resources, and previous knowledge. For that reason, this thesis has employed the concept of 

meaning-making trajectory (Twiner, Littleton, Coffin, & Whitelock, 2014) to explore 

empirically how course participants enact productive feedback practices.  

This trajectory refers to the dialogical meaning-making processes, which consist of 

moment-to-moment interactions that follow each other over time and that course participants 

collectively achieve as they generate, discuss, and act on feedback comments. By using this 

analytical concept, it is possible to trace from moment to moment how participants orient 

themselves towards and elaborate on different cultural tools while engaged in feedback 

practices. As outlined previously, these tools can be both intellectual and material, such as 

knowledge contents from the domain, feedback comments, or lectures slides. Using the notion 

of a trajectory makes salient the temporal and cumulative nature of the meaning-making that 

occurs during feedback encounters as an important characteristic of the participants’ 

engagement with the knowledge and practices of their discipline. The use of this concept also 

allows us to account for the ways in which individuals make meaning of the cultural tools 

derived from the practices of their discipline and institution, and how these interactions are 

influenced by their previous knowledge and experiences with these practices. 

Empirically, the use of this unit of analysis draws our attention to the observable 

actions or talk whereby course participants interact with each other and the resources in their 

environment during feedback encounters. This focus provides insight into the relations that 



 

27 

 

are at play in the enactment of feedback practices, but also how the relations in the knowledge 

domain shape the way course participants interact. 

 Feedback opportunities in course designs 3.3.3

Based on the assumption that educational practices such as feedback can be planned for, the 

unit of analysis in Article 3 constitutes the feedback opportunities that are incorporated in 

course designs. At the core of this unit lays the concept of course design, which refers to the 

product of a teacher’s arrangement of different course elements in order to generate 

opportunities for student learning (Goodyear, 2015). The focus  in this thesis is specifically on 

feedback opportunities, that is, the opportunities for productive feedback encounters that are 

incorporated in designs. Course designs, and the different learning opportunities they 

incorporate, constitute cultural tools that are imbued with the knowledge content, standards, 

and values from the knowledge domain in which they are situated (Goodyear, 2015; Lattuca 

& Stark, 2011). As such, designs provide a structure that affords certain opportunities in 

which productive feedback practices might then emerge during a course. 

Empirically, this unit of analysis draws our attention to the textual resources into 

which course designs are materialized, and to the culturally developed standards, values, and 

conventions these resources incorporate. These textual resources comprise documents such as 

course plans or task descriptions and are shaped by teachers’ knowledge and experiences with 

feedback and other practices of their disciplines (Goodyear, 2015). In contrast to the other two 

units, the focus on feedback opportunities in course designs is not meant to provide insight 

into the way feedback opportunities are made use of and how feedback encounters are 

enacted. Instead, the main potential of this unit of analysis lies in revealing the social and 

epistemic relations in course designs and how these relations matter in the creation of 

opportunities for productive feedback practices. Doing so also provides insights into relations 

in the knowledge domain and how teachers’ interpretations of the knowledge and conventions 

of their disciplines influence the ways in which they plan for feedback in their courses. The 

following chapter will now elaborate on the research design and methodological choices that 

were made in order to work with these analytical units in this thesis’s empirical work. 
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4 Methodology 
This chapter presents this thesis’s methodological approach to studying feedback practices in 

the naturalistic environments of higher education courses. It first elaborates on the 

methodological choices regarding research design, data collection, and analysis before 

concluding with a discussion of quality issues and methodological limitations.  

 Research design 4.1

Following the considerations presented in the previous chapters, the research questions 

in this thesis required a research design that would allow for an integrative analysis of the 

relations and processes that make up the feedback practices in a specific course. For that 

reason, a case study design (Yin, 2013) was chosen, comprising data from two higher 

education courses offered in different disciplinary fields. This design is deemed appropriate, 

because it offers the possibility of combining data from a variety of sources in ways that can 

offer insights into different layers of the feedback practices in their naturalistic environment. 

The following section elaborates on the steps involved in selecting the cases for this thesis. 

 Case selection 4.2

The cases selected for analysis in this thesis were part of the larger research project called 

Quality in Norwegian Higher Education, or QNHE, which was funded by the Norwegian 

Research Council (2014–2018)
3
. The overall project aim was to investigate which factors and 

mechanisms are important for realizing the aims of quality work in Norwegian higher 

education, both at the level of educational practices and at institutional and system levels. The 

empirical work of this thesis was conducted within part C of the project, which focussed on 

quality in the context of different student-activating educational practices as they are enacted 

at the course level. Part C employed a multiple case design (Yin, 2013), comprising eight 

different cases of higher education courses across Norway and Finland. These cases varied in 

terms of disciplines, type of institution, level of education (BA or MA), and the pedagogical 

approaches that were employed.  

Within the frame of the QNHE project, this thesis draws on data from two of these 

cases in order to study relational aspects of feedback practices in two different disciplinary 

contexts. The two cases selected for this thesis needed to: 

(1) have feedback as a central element in their course designs; 

(2) entail a variety of learning activities and products (e.g. assignment drafts) that 

could be observed and that would make feedback practices empirically accessible;  

                                                 
3 
FINNUT project no. 237960; more information about the project is available at www.qnhe.no and in its final 

report  (Nerland & Prøitz, 2018) 
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(3) have been recently redesigned by teachers who would be willing and able to share 

their reflections about feedback in order ensure rich data about the teachers’ 

experiences. 

Based on these criteria, a biology course (case A) and a software engineering course (case B) 

were selected for the empirical work of this thesis. The empirical settings of these cases are 

described in the following section. 

 Empirical settings 4.3

 Case A: Biology 4.3.1

The biology case is based on a 20-week-long undergraduate course on ecology (worth 10 ten 

European Credit Transfer System [ECTS] credits) at a research-intensive university in 

Norway. The institution enrols about 16,000 students and offers study programmes within all 

common academic disciplines. The course was held in English and constituted an elective 

module open to most natural-science students at the university. Of the 27 students enrolled in 

the course, most attended the local bachelor’s program in Biology, but the group also included 

master’s students, students from other natural-science degree programmes, and teacher 

students as well as exchange students. At the time of data collection (spring 2016), the course 

had recently been redesigned by an experienced teacher who had formerly been involved as a 

teacher in the course but only recently had taken on the responsibility for redesigning and 

coordinating it. The course used a portfolio-based design and aimed to provide an 

introduction to basic ecological theory and to develop students’ abilities to think and write 

scientifically. The main teacher was supported by four additional teachers (two professors and 

two post-docs) with different specializations in ecology.  

The course was divided into three thematic areas. The main teacher was responsible 

for the lectures and tasks on one theme, while the co-teachers lectured and designed tasks for 

the other two themes (one professor and one post-doc per theme). The main teacher also had 

overall responsibility for coordinating course activities during the semester.  

The students had to work on three group assignments, one individual term paper, and 

five individual assignments based on the textbook. In addition, they were required to give an 

oral presentation of the term paper and to write a peer review for a fellow student’s term 

paper. The written assignments covered different topics and required the students to engage in 

a variety of activities, such as summarizing parts of the textbook, writing about self-selected 

topics, or analysing data sets. The assignments were introduced successively over the 

semester but had the same final deadline, after which the assignments were assessed 

separately and combined for one weighted average grade for each student.  

The students were offered both written and oral feedback on the assignment drafts 

several times during the semester. All teaching and learning activities were planned in 
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accordance with the portfolio tasks the students had to work on. Hence, most of the course’s 

workload was assigned in relation to student-organized activities, such as reading the 

syllabus, writing drafts, discussing group tasks with their peers, and generating comments for 

a peer review. Only a small amount of the workload was planned for teacher-led activities, 

which included (1) eight lectures to introduce knowledge content relevant to the tasks and to 

respond to students’ questions, (2) eight tutorials to offer students guidance for software they 

would be using in their tasks, and (3) eight voluntary oral feedback sessions in which students 

could meet the teacher and discuss their drafts.  

 Case B: Software engineering 4.3.2

The software engineering case was based on an 18-week-long undergraduate course in 

software development (worth ten ECTS) at a Norwegian university of applied sciences. The 

institution primarily offers programmes in professional disciplines and enrols around 18,000 

students. The course was held in Norwegian and was a mandatory module for all students 

enrolled in the second semester of the bachelor’s degree programme in software engineering. 

A total of 170 students were enrolled in the course. At the time of data collection (spring 

2016), the course had recently been re-designed by a new teacher and was following a 

project-based design. The aim of the course was to advance students’ object-oriented 

programming
4
 knowledge and project-based programming skills using Java as a programming 

language. The main teacher was supported by one other teacher and four teaching assistants 

(TAs) recruited from the older student cohorts of the same programme. Both teachers held 

PhDs in software engineering and had varying experiences of teaching in Norway and abroad.  

The activities in the course were organized through a longer collaborative project 

divided into eight sub-tasks in which students had to successively develop a code for a digital 

board game using the programming principles and strategies they learned during the semester. 

During weekly lectures, the two teachers introduced the students to relevant theoretical 

knowledge; in addition, the four TAs provided feedback and guidance on integrating the 

theoretical knowledge from the lectures into the students’ projects during weekly coaching 

sessions and programming labs. For a large part of the planned workload in the course 

students were expected to work in a self-organized manner on planning their projects, 

developing code, or managing their group work. The final assessment of the course was based 

on the final product (i.e. the board game) and a written documentation of the students’ work 

processes.  

Table 3 provides an overview of the main characteristics of the two cases. 

                                                 
4
 Object-oriented programming refers to programming languages that are oriented towards manipulating objects 

(e.g. users, elements on computer desktop); Java is among the most popular object-oriented programming 

languages 
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Table 3: Main characteristics of the two cases 

 Case A: Biology Case B: Software engineering 

Course topic Ecology Software development 

Disciplinary 

context 

Academic discipline Professional discipline 

Institutional 

context 

Research-intensive university Applied sciences university 

Course design Portfolio-based Project-based 

Main rationale To develop knowledge about basic 

ecological theory and skills within 

analysis and writing 

To develop theoretical knowledge 

and practical skills within object-

oriented programming 

Role in study 

programmes 

Elective in BSc and MSc 

programmes in biology (also open 

to other natural-science degrees) 

Mandatory in first year of BSc in 

software engineering 

Course duration 20 weeks 18 weeks 

Number of 

teachers/TAs 

1 main teacher, 4 co-teachers 1 main teacher, 1 co-teacher, 4 

TAs 

Number of 

students 

27 170 

 

 Data collection 4.4

In line with the needs of the overall QNHE project, the data collection approaches were 

chosen for their potential to provide insights into envisioned, enacted, or experienced aspects 

of the course environment. The following types of data were collected: (1) observation 

protocols, (2) video and audio recordings, (3) student and teacher interviews, (4) course 

documents and learning management system (LMS) data, and (5) field notes. Data was 

collected in spring 2016. I was responsible for collecting the complete data set in the biology 

course and assisted in the collection of the software engineering course by visiting the site and 

by keeping observation protocols (described in section 4.4.3) in several lectures.  

The data collection phase followed general procedures developed in cooperation 

between the other researchers of the QNHE project and me, including recruiting and 

maintaining contact with the study participants, developing common data collection 

instruments, and defining the data management procedures. At the same time, my specific 

focus on feedback practices required several amendments to the common instruments in order 

to ensure that sufficient data would be collected to address the specific research questions of 

this thesis. Table 4 provides an overview of the different types of data that were collected in 

the two cases and that make up the data corpus used in this thesis.  
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Table 4: Overview of data collected in cases A and B 

 Case A: Biology Case B: Software engineering 

Interviews Initial and end interviews with main 

teacher (each 1 h); interviews with 3 

student groups (each 1 h); ad-hoc 

interviews with 3 co-teachers and 

students (~15 min) 

Initial and end interviews with main 

teacher (each 1 h); post-interviews 

with co-teacher and TAs (each 30 

min); post-interviews with student 

groups (each 1 h) 

Observation 

protocols 

Protocols of 4 lectures (6 h), 5 

tutorials/data labs (7.5 h), oral 

presentations (4 h) 

Protocols of 11 lectures (16.5 h), 22 

coaching sessions (22 h), and 6 lab 

sessions (12 h)  

Video 

recordings 

Videos of 3 lectures; 4 tutorials; 6 

work sessions of student groups (total 

9 h 5 min) 

Videos of 5 groups followed over 

10 weeks in their collaborative 

project work (total 36 h)  

Audio 

recordings 

Recordings of 2 group work sessions 

during tutorials; 8 feedback sessions 

with the teacher; 8 self-organized 

student group work sessions (total 26 

h, overlapping with video)  

Recordings of 5 groups followed 

over 10 weeks in their collaborative 

project work; group presentations 

of group projects (total 120 h, 

overlapping with video)  

Student 

products 

Drafts and final group assignments of 

3 student groups; individual 

assignments of 9 students; notes and 

screenshots from group work  

Drafts and final versions (screen 

shots) of the 5 groups’ products 

General 

course 

documents 

Course plan; syllabus; lecture slides; 

task descriptions; resources provided 

via LMS; teacher self-evaluations of 

the course 

Course plan; syllabus; lecture 

slides; task descriptions; resources 

provided via the LMS 

Field 

notes/online 

data 

Field notes from every site visit; all 

course-related communication in the 

LMS, on Facebook and email 

Field notes from every site visit; 

course-related communication on 

Facebook and email  

The following sections elaborate on the general recruitment procedure for study participants 

and the different approaches to data collection. 

 Recruitment of students and teachers 4.4.1

During the process of identifying cases for the QNHE project, initial contact was established 

with the main teachers of the software engineering and biology courses. An invitation letter 

was sent to inform them about the purposes of the project and that their cases had been 

identified as interesting examples of student-activating courses. Further contact was 

established only after the teachers had given their informed consent to join the project. 

Subsequently, the other co-teachers were informed and were asked to provide their consent to 

being interviewed and recorded. 

In order to capture the student perspective, this thesis’s aim was to recruit at least three 

student groups per case whose activities could be followed more closely throughout the 

semester. During the biology course, I presented the project in one of the first lectures and 
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asked the students to sign up in case they were interested. The students were offered a gift 

card for a book in exchange for their participation. Of the students who indicated interest, 

only those students were contacted who had been assigned into the same group as part of the 

course’s group assignment. This was a necessary step because video recordings of group work 

would require the consent of all visible students. A total of three groups with three students 

each consented to be interviewed and video-recorded during class, to have their self-organized 

group work recorded, and to provide access to their assignment drafts. The same process was 

employed in the software engineering case, which led to a total of five groups with three 

students each.  

 Interviews with course participants 4.4.2

Interviews were chosen as an approach to obtain information about the ways in which course 

participants envisioned and experienced various relations between design elements, course 

activities, and aspects of the wider knowledge domain. The use of interviews served data 

triangulation purposes in terms of the interviews’ accordance with the observational data. As 

such, the interview data is relevant for all research questions of this thesis.  

In both cases, two semi-structured interviews were conducted with the main teacher. 

The initial interview, which took place within the first two weeks following the first session 

of the course, focussed on characteristics of the planned course activities, the student cohort, 

and the teacher’s background (see interview guide in Appendix 1). The second interview was 

conducted within three weeks after the course had ended. The final interview covered similar 

topics as the initial interview but focussed more on the experiences with the different 

activities and how the teachers addressed challenges that emerged during the enactment. 

Some of the questions were adjusted based on observations during the semester.  

Interviews were also conducted with the student groups, co-teachers, and TAs at the 

end of the semester. The student group interviews focussed on the students’ expectations and 

experiences of different teaching and learning activities during the course (see interview guide 

in Appendix 2). The interview guides for the co-teachers and TAs followed a similar structure 

as the main teacher interviews but were less extensive and more adapted to the role of the 

interviewee (e.g. fewer questions about course design were included). 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim by a research assistant. The 

interviews were either conducted in English or Norwegian, depending on the interviewees’ 

preference. While interviews followed the common interview guides developed within the 

QNHE project, the guides for cases A and B were adapted by including more detailed 

questions about the feedback practices and experiences of the teachers and students.  

 

 Observation protocols 4.4.3
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To obtain a comprehensive overview of the processes and relations enacted in the two cases, 

observation protocols were used to register the interactions during the different teaching and 

learning activities in the courses (e.g. lectures, tutorials, labs, and coaching sessions). This 

data source provided insight into how students and teachers (inter)acted and what knowledge 

resources and tools they used. Special focus was placed on the forms of feedback that were 

exchanged during activities, which primarily included the oral feedback comments about 

ongoing activities that teachers or peers provided. The data collected through the protocols 

served as important background information for all of the research questions in this thesis.  

The protocols covered the following categories: main content topics, pedagogical 

strategies of the teacher, student activity, forms of feedback during the activity, activated 

knowledge resources and types of technologies (see Appendix 3). A spreadsheet was prepared 

according to these categories; the researcher, who sat in the back of the lecture room, then 

filled in the spreadsheet and provided time stamps for every registered observation per 

category during the entire activity. Before the instrument was used, it was tested for feasibility 

by several researchers in different course activities and then adapted accordingly.  

 Recordings of group work 4.4.4

In order to obtain more detailed information about the way the courses were enacted, the 

QNHE project included recordings of different teaching and learning activities and students’ 

group work. In the biology case, the student groups were equipped with their own audio 

recorders and were asked to record their own group work whenever they met outside the 

classroom, or whenever they met their teachers to discuss feedback. The students’ group work 

in class was also video- and audio-recorded in those teacher-led lectures and tutorials that I 

attended.  

A slightly different approach was used in the software engineering course. The five 

student groups were recorded with one video camera and audio recorder each while the 

students worked on their projects in coaching sessions and programming labs attended by the 

researcher responsible for these tasks. Because the students reported doing most of their work 

during these sessions, no additional audio self-recordings were requested of them. As outlined 

in section 4.5, the analytical work of this thesis mainly focussed on the audio recordings; the 

available video material primarily served as background information.  

 Course documents and field notes 4.4.5

All course documents the teachers provided were collected in order to gain a comprehensive 

overview of the course design and the resources the students and teachers used during the 

course. These documents included course schedules, task descriptions, assessment criteria, 

lecture slides, and additional material or digital knowledge resources. In addition, the students 

were asked to provide us with copies of the drafts and final versions of their assignments and 
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project work. In addition to these documents, we kept detailed field notes about all 

noteworthy events and activities that happened during the collection period. In the biology 

case, this entailed both postings and interactions between students and teachers in the LMS or 

social media platform as well as my own informal, ad-hoc conversations and online 

interactions with teachers and students. These documents served as important background 

information for all empirical work conducted for this thesis. 

 Analytical strategy 4.5

Taking a relational view of feedback requires an analytical strategy that can account for 

different relations and processes in the data. To that end, this thesis has employed an iterative 

strategy that is characterized by a shifting focus between different units of analysis, types of 

data material and the way in which they relate to each other. As a starting point, the focus was 

on the two cases as a whole before moving the analytical focus to specific units of analysis 

that could help to illuminate particular sets of relations. In doing so, the analytical strategy 

followed a combination of inductive and deductive approaches (Creswell, 2013). On the one 

hand, the analysis was informed by the theoretical and empirical literature on feedback, which 

suggested certain relations as entry points to the data that were interesting to explore (see 

Chapters 2 and 3). On the other hand, the material was analysed openly in order to identify 

potentially relevant relations as they emerged from the data during the analytic work. 

In practice, this iterative analytical strategy comprised several steps that did not follow 

each other in a linear fashion; instead, any emergent findings of one step influenced the others 

and led to back-and-forth movements in the analytical work. The first step was the sorting of 

all data material in both cases to create ‘thick’ descriptions (i.e. those that describe both 

individuals’ behaviour and the context in which the behaviour occurs; Geertz, 1973) and a 

clear overview of the available data, including its chronological structure and spatial 

organization. This step entailed a thorough reading of all textual resources, an initial viewing 

of the recordings, and the creation of visualizations of the ways the data material was 

interrelated, both spatially and chronologically
5
. 

In the second step, these case descriptions were used to identify any data that had the 

potential to contribute important insights into the relations of interest for this thesis. To that 

end, the descriptions were repeatedly read by following (1) a deductive approach to identify 

those parts of the data that would be relevant for the units of analysis previously derived from 

the relational view on feedback (see Chapter 3) and (2) an inductive approach to identify any 

other emerging relations that needed to be accounted for in the predefined units of analysis.  

The third and final step comprised in-depth analyses of those parts of the data material 

                                                 
5
 This work resulted in two descriptive case reports that were published as part of the final report of work 

package C in the QNHE project (Damsa, 2018; Esterhazy, 2018a) 
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that had been identified as being relevant for the different units of analyses in the second step. 

This step required a further narrowing towards specific data segments from the two cases, as 

well as making decisions about the approaches deemed most appropriate for analysing these 

segments. This step was closely intertwined with the previous steps and required repeated 

shifts between the overall data set and the specific selections made for the units of analysis. 

As a result of this process, three in-depth analyses were conducted, each primarily 

contributing to one of the three sets of relations in focus for this thesis while offering 

complementary insights into the others.  

Table 5 provides an overview of the final set of data material and analytical 

approaches that were used to zoom into the different units of analysis linked to the different 

types of relations in focus for this thesis.  

Table 5: Overview of units of analysis, relevant data material, and analytical approaches 

 Article 1 Article 2 Article 3 

Relations 

primarily 

examined 

Relations at play during enactment  

Relations in the course 

designs 

 Relations in the 

course designs 

Relations in the knowledge domain 

Units of 

analysis 

Feedback encounters 

across a whole course 

Interactions during 

feedback encounters 

 

Feedback 

opportunities in 

course designs 

Relevant data 

material 

Case B: 

 Observation 

protocols 

 Interviews with 

teachers, TAs and 

students 

Case A:  

 Recordings of student 

group work 

 Student assignments 

Case A & B:  

 Course 

documents 

 Interviews with 

main teachers 

Analytical 

approaches 
 Thematic analysis 

of observation 

protocols 

 Thematic analysis 

of interviews 

 Analysis of interactions 

based on audio 

recordings 

 Analysis of relations 

between assignments 

and recordings 

 Thematic 

analysis of 

course plans  

 Thematic 

analysis of 

interviews 

 

This section further specifies the analytical approaches used in this thesis. All approaches 

belong to the wider category of relational analyses (Bazeley, 2013) and were chosen for their 

potential to illuminate the relations within and across the two cases at different layers and 

times scales. These approaches included: (1) thematic analyses of observation protocols, 

which provided insights into the feedback practices enacted in the courses; (2) analyses of 

interactions based on audio recordings and student assignments, which provided insights into 

the enactment of concrete feedback encounters; (3) thematic analyses of interviews, which 
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illustrated the perceptions and experiences of feedback practices; and (4) thematic analyses of 

course plans, which yielded insights into how the feedback practices were envisioned. While 

these methods were often closely intertwined in the analytical work, they are presented 

separately below for the sake of clarity. 

 Thematic analysis of observation protocols 4.5.1

The thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of observation protocols was a central method 

used in Article 1. In the first step, I familiarized myself with the data by reading through all 

protocols several times and then sorting them according to different principles: that is, by type 

of activity, time the activity took place, and which participants were involved. In this first 

step, the analytical focus was not specifically on feedback; instead, I attempted to gain a 

general sense of the different social encounters the course participants engaged in during the 

semester. In the second step, I identified those protocol entries that indicated a social 

encounter in which students obtained information about their performance and then acted in 

response to that information. These entries were then sorted into different types of feedback 

encounters characterized by the participants who were typically involved, their actions and 

routines, the cultural tools involved, and how these factors were related to each other. This 

approach primarily followed an inductive approach and resulted in a tabular overview of the 

different types of feedback encounters across the different learning activities (lectures, 

coaching sessions, and programming labs) as well as narrative summaries of each type that 

described the main characteristics of these encounters in a generic way.  

 Analysis of interactions based on audio recordings  4.5.2

An analysis of interactions (Jordan & Henderson, 1995) based on the audio recordings
6
 of the 

student discussions in the biology case constituted the main approach used in the second 

article. Starting with a rich set of recordings from the three observed student groups, I took 

several steps to narrow down the analysis to the excerpts used in the final manuscript. After 

an initial listening of all recordings across the three groups, I decided to focus on the data 

material of one group who had met most frequently and who claimed to have recorded each of 

their meetings. This data set allowed me to follow their interactions over time and across 

several work sessions that were spread out across the semester.  

In the next step, I re-read the transcripts of the recordings several times and compared 

their discussions with the assignment drafts I had collected from the same group. I then used 

NVivo software to identify those parts of the transcripts in which students had worked on 

different written feedback comments in their drafts. This step generated a file for each 

feedback comment that included all excerpts across different recordings that addressed this 

                                                 
6
 Because the video data only constituted background data in this thesis it was not used in the analysis of 

interactions. 
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comment. In addition, all texts and elements in the assignment drafts were identified that were 

related to the different segments of the student discussions. The interactions in which students 

had revised their assignments were marked by registering whenever students typed and spoke 

aloud about what they were writing. Drawing on the analytical notion of meaning-making 

trajectory, I marked the moment at which students first addressed a comment as the starting 

point of such a trajectory. I devised its endpoint to be when a final change in the text had been 

implemented, or the discussion had ended without any action taken. This structuring of the 

transcripts provided a basis for the data segments selected for further in-depth analysis.  

In the final step, those segments were chosen that were illustrative of the way in which 

meaning-making was unfolding over time. These segments were analysed in depth by 

employing a deductive approach using the empirically sensitising concepts of orientation and 

elaboration (Damşa, Ludvigsen, & Andriessen, 2013); and thereafter an inductive strategy 

based on a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to extract the topics students attended to 

while discussing feedback comments (more information on this analysis is available in part II 

of this thesis). 

 Thematic analysis of interviews  4.5.3

The interview data was analysed for both Articles 1 and 3. All transcripts were analysed 

thematically (Braun & Clarke, 2006), using analytical questions (Bazeley, 2013) derived from 

each article’s overall research focus. For example, in Article 1 one of the analytical questions 

that guided the analysis of student interviews was ‘how do students report to have gained 

information about the quality of their work?’. The transcripts were read repeatedly, each time 

following a different analytical question as a main focus. In order to keep relations open, the 

transcripts were not coded into smaller segments such as individual utterances; instead, I used 

longer sequences as coding units to maintain a sense of the context and the relations within. 

All relevant excerpts were copied as direct quotes into a Microsoft Word file and given a label 

that described their contents and a justification for why they had been placed under the 

specific theme. In addition to using this deductive approach, I took note of relevant themes 

that emerged inductively during the multiple readings. In the second step, the files containing 

the direct quotes were further compressed to narrative summaries of the themes and the 

relations between them.  

 Thematic analysis of course plans  4.5.4

While course documents provided background data for all three articles, they constituted the 

main data source in Article 3. As an initial step, all course documents were read several times 

and marked for segments that might provide insight into the different course elements, using 

the analytical notions tasks, resources, and people, derived from Goodyear (2015). Second, I 

identified the relations between these course elements by visualizing the way they were 
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arranged in the documents according to different dimensions (e.g. temporal, spatial, social, 

and epistemic). Drawing on the procedures of a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), I 

then sorted and labelled these relations that had been identified and used them to generate a 

narrative description of the arrangements of course elements in the two cases. Third, NVivo 

was used to identify all segments in the documents that referred either explicitly or implicitly 

to planned feedback opportunities in each course. These opportunities were described 

according to the: 

 planned format (e.g. written or oral) 

 function/purpose (e.g. to open up for exploration or solve concrete problems) 

 feedback sources (e.g. teachers, TAs, technology or course material) 

 knowledge content (e.g. declarative or procedural knowledge) 

 timing and location (e.g. where and when opportunities are planned in the course) 

During the fourth step, these feedback opportunities were incorporated into the previously 

created graphical visualization of the course arrangements by highlighting the way they 

related to the different course elements within the two courses (for the resulting visualizations 

see Article 3). 

 Reflections on methodological quality 4.6

Within the context of qualitative research, it is important to assure a high level of 

methodological quality in order to present compelling and plausible findings. This section 

presents my reflections on the issues of reliability, validity, generalizability, and research 

ethics as well as the strategies I followed to safeguard the methodological quality of this 

research. The chapter concludes with an account of the limitations of this study’s data 

material and the challenges I experienced during the collection and analysis.  

 Reliability 4.6.1

Reliability implies that we can trust our interpretations to be stable over time and across 

different researchers who use the same analytical approach (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 

2011). To safeguard reliability, I used several strategies to achieve rigour and transparency in 

my research. During the development of the research design, I documented all decisions 

regarding the criteria for case selection, collection methods, and data sources. I also 

maintained ‘theoretical transparency’ by describing my theoretical perspective and how it 

would inform the analytical framework that would lead to the interpretations I made in this 

research (Silverman, 2006). 

During data collection, I maintained meticulous records of all the data I collected and 

kept field notes of each field visit, thereby leaving an audit trail that would enable the reader 

to judge the reliability of my data set (Cohen et al., 2011). In addition, I created guidelines for 
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the different data collection methods (e.g. interview guides and observation protocols), which 

then made it possible to trace back how the data set had been created. A research assistant 

transcribed the audio recordings of the interviews and the student group work verbatim by 

employing standardized rules. I double-checked all transcripts by personally listening though 

the recordings again. These measures ensured reliable representations of the ongoing talk and 

made it easier to follow the interpretations I arrived at based on the raw data (Silverman, 

2006).  

During the data analysis phase, the data sources of recordings and authentic 

documents enabled me to revisit the original sources and to cross-check my interpretations. I 

kept a journal in which I recorded the different steps and attempts to sort or interpret the data, 

including various graphical visualizations. This journal provided transparency and a basis to 

trace back my interpretations to the original data sources step by step. While I was the main 

person responsible for the analysis in all three articles, I regularly discussed all steps in the 

analyses with my supervisors; at several points I also selected parts of the raw data material 

and asked my supervisors and fellow researchers to analyse them during research group 

seminars in order to check my interpretations for reliability. Finally, I made sure to use 

excerpts from the raw data in my findings and to provide clear criteria for why exactly these 

excerpts had been chosen.  

 Validity 4.6.2

Validity refers to the plausibility and credibility of research findings. Validity was addressed 

in this work by choosing a research design based on naturalistic inquiry, which provided 

‘accurate portrayals of the realities of social situations in their own terms, in their natural or 

conventional settings’ (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 195). Letting students record their own group 

work helped to generate insights into natural interactions that were only minimally disturbed 

by the research process. The use of prolonged and persistent observation in the field allowed 

me to build trust with the participants and to become familiar with their conventions and 

routines.  

Taking a relational stance allowed me to treat my data set comprehensively by 

continuously cross-checking between the primary data and the remaining data set to 

determine whether potential claims were plausible. This strategy entailed having an 

integrative take on the data material, which included joint analyses: for example, of the 

student texts together with the accompanying discussions, or of the teacher interviews in 

combination with the teacher-generated course documents. The following forms of 

triangulation served as guidelines within this integrative approach (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 

196): time triangulation of data collected through the same methods at different times (i.e. 

observations over the course period); investigator triangulation of data collected 
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independently by different researchers; triangulation of data collected at different levels of 

analysis (i.e. individual level, interaction level, and course level); and methodological 

triangulation of data on the same object of study that was collected through different methods 

(i.e. interviews, observations, or document analysis).  

In addition, I encouraged my fellow researchers to ask hard questions to make sure 

that other plausible explanations would be considered. Member checking with teachers was 

used to validate and expand interpretations, which helped to ensure that excerpts would not be 

‘cherry-picked’ to fit the theoretical framework I had applied (Silverman, 2006). This strategy 

also entailed thick descriptions of the empirical context (Geertz, 1973) and explanations of 

how theoretical concepts informed my analysis. Being transparent about my views also 

revealed potential researcher biases that might have affected the inquiry.  

 Generalizability and empirical substantiation 4.6.3

The quality of research is also related to its capacity to both generalize and to empirically 

substantiate general claims based on specific cases. The latter is especially relevant for my 

research, as very little empirical work to date has focussed on the way in which a 

sociocultural theorization of feedback may play out in specific empirical settings (see Chapter 

2). For these reasons, this thesis has assumed general theoretical claims about feedback 

practices and has explored them in concrete empirical contexts. At the same time, I have 

addressed issues of generalizability by focussing on the ways in which my findings may be 

generalized in the context of a particular theoretical perspective (Eisenhart, 2009).  

To contribute to this theoretical generalization, I developed a refined and incisive 

theorization of feedback based on a sociocultural perspective that could provide reliable and 

valid interpretations of the empirical data – at least until a better theoretical explanation is 

proposed in future research. To that end, I selected empirical cases that would be likely to 

‘establish, refine, or refute’ my sociocultural theorization of feedback (Eisenhart, 2009, p. 60). 

This thesis’s transparent descriptions of its methodology, theoretical assumptions, and 

empirical context provide a basis for the reader to judge whether this theoretical approach 

might lead to similar findings in other empirical contexts.  

  Ethical considerations 4.6.4

The research conducted in this thesis and for the QNHE project was approved by the 

Norwegian Data Protection Services
7
. All participants were asked to provide their informed 

consent both in written and oral form to ensure that they would be able to ask any necessary 

clarifying questions (see Appendix 4 for consent form). They were given the opportunity to 

withdraw from the project at any time. No participant dropped out during the project period. 

                                                 
7
 The data protection approval is registered under the project number 46043 in the Norwegian Data Protection 

Services’ registry (http://www.nsd.uib.no/personvernombud/en/index.html) 

http://www.nsd.uib.no/personvernombud/en/index.html
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During field work, I informed the participants whenever recording devices were switched on 

or assignments downloaded. All data was stored securely on devices that were only accessible 

to defined members of our research team. The transcriptions were anonymized, and names 

were replaced with pseudonyms.  

Due to the vulnerability of students in general in the educational context, special 

attention was paid to the confidentiality of the student participants. In all contact with the 

students, I assured them that no information about potential difficulties in their study practices 

would be passed on to their teachers and that they would not have to fear any social 

repercussions in the case of critical statements. To avoid teachers feeling exposed through our 

studies of their teaching practices, they were provided with regular opportunities to express 

any personal concerns about allowing me into their personal space and to retract any parts of 

the data material that they felt uncomfortable being used or published. 

My final ethical reflection concerns my responsibility as an educational researcher to 

avoid foregrounding problematic practices that might have negative consequences for 

individual teachers or students. I addressed this challenge by focussing my research efforts in 

particular on what makes feedback practices productive instead of attempting to identify and 

denounce cases of non-productive practices. 

 Limitations  4.6.5

This thesis’s rigid and continuous focus on achieving methodological quality contributed to 

generating a rich data corpus that offered several important insights into feedback practices. A 

few methodological limitations needed to be overcome, however. First, observing only those 

students who had agreed to join the project involves the risk of self-selection bias, which 

would imply that the participating students may have been systematically different from those 

who did not participate. In both cases, however, the student groups showed a wide variety of 

work quality (as reflected in their drafts and the teachers’ comments) and study approaches 

(as reflected in the timing, organization, and quantity of their study work), all of which 

indicated that validity had not been overly affected by self-selection. Recruiting active 

participants who would be willing to share their work was, moreover, central to collecting 

rich information about feedback practices and was therefore deemed more important than 

recruiting an ‘average’ student.  

Second, a few challenges arose in the biology case, in which students were responsible 

for recording their own group work, such as one group misplacing their recorder towards the 

end of the collection period. Despite these challenges, a sufficient amount of data was 

collected by two of the groups, who reported to have recorded almost all of their meetings. 

Third, the fact that the field work in the two cases took place in parallel meant that I 

observed fewer activities in the software engineering course than in the biology course, where 
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I was fully responsible for collecting all data. This different familiarity with the data was 

compensated for by the possibility of discussing the data with the researcher responsible for 

collection, and by the detailed field notes and recorded materials, both of which provided rich 

insights into the context. 
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5 Summary of articles 
This chapter presents the three empirical articles constituting this thesis. At the time of 

submission of this thesis, Articles 1 and 2 have been published and Article 3 is under review.  

The order of articles has been chosen to first provide the reader with insights into feedback 

practices as they emerge throughout an entire course (Article 1), before zooming into the 

interactions within of a concrete feedback encounter (Article 2). The courses used in the first 

two articles are then used to provide further insights into the course designs that shape the 

feedback practices in the two courses (Article 3). For each article, the following sections 

present the article’s aim, methods, and core findings and how it relates to the overall research 

questions and analytical framework of this thesis.  

 Article 1 5.1

Esterhazy, R. (2018b). What matters for productive feedback? Disciplinary practices and their 

relational dynamics. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 43(8), 1302–1314.  

 

This article investigates how relations matter for productive feedback by focussing on the 

knowledge domain and the disciplinary practices that make up the course environment. As 

such, it aims to provide both a conceptual and an empirical contribution to the research on 

feedback. Based on a literature review, the article problematizes the predominant 

conceptualization of feedback as a unilateral transmission of information from one person to 

another that unfolds independently of the environment and always functions in similar ways. 

In addressing this problematic view, the article presents an alternative conceptualization of 

feedback as a relational process that unfolds through feedback encounters, in which students 

make meaning of and act upon information about the quality of their work and on how to 

improve the same. These encounters are argued to emerge from the relational dynamics of a 

course - that is, the relations between different course elements such as participants, 

knowledge resources, or materials. These relational dynamics are shaped by the social 

practices of the discipline: namely, the common practices of teaching and learning 

(educational practices) and the work-related practices common among graduates (professional 

practices). These practices are characterized by specific social conventions and cultural tools 

that have developed historically and culturally over time (Säljö 2005). 

Employing this relational conceptualization of feedback, the article studies the 

software engineering case (case B) in order to address the empirical question of what 

relational dynamics in a course are important for productive feedback to emerge. The 

primary data set comprises observation protocols and interviews with teachers, teaching 

assistants (TAs) and students from the software engineering case study. The data is analysed 

by creating an overview of the course organization and the different learning activities, 
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including activated cultural tools and social conventions. Second, the observation protocols 

are analysed for instances where students had obtained knowledge from human or material 

resources about the quality of their performance and had then made changes in response to 

that knowledge. Finally, out of all observed types of feedback encounters, two examples are 

analysed in depth in terms of how the encounter had been enacted and what tools and 

conventions had become relevant in their enactment. This analytical strategy allows for an 

empirical exploration of the course’s relational dynamics and how they matter for productive 

feedback. 

The findings show that a wide range of productive feedback encounters occurred 

between students and both human and material sources in the course. The various teaching 

and learning activities in the course differed in the conventions that were followed, what tools 

were activated, and how participants related to one another and to the tools. This generated 

specific relational dynamics in these different activities that then provided varying 

opportunities and constraints for the emergence of productive feedback encounters. 

Productive encounters emerged in those activities that provided enough time, space, and 

resources to allow the course participants to interpret and negotiate the conventions, tools, and 

roles necessary to participate in the educational practices of the course and, by extension, the 

discipline’s professional practices. These findings highlight the importance for teachers to 

account for disciplinary practices and their social and epistemic relations when designing for 

teaching and learning activities whose aim is to enable students to productively seek out and 

engage with feedback.  

Overall, Article 1 contributes to the research questions of this thesis in several ways. It 

illustrates a detailed account of how feedback practices in a course are constituted by the 

social and epistemic relations in the respective knowledge domain and discipline (research 

question 1). The article also provides insights into how these different relations shape the 

enactment of the course’s feedback practices and what contributes to the practices’ 

productiveness (research question 2).  

 Article 2 5.2

Esterhazy, R. & Damşa, C. (2017). Unpacking the feedback process: An analysis of 

undergraduate students’ interactional meaning-making of feedback comments. Studies 

in Higher Education, Advanced Online Publication, 8 August 2017. 

 

The focus of Article 2 is on the enactment of feedback practices and, in particular, the 

interactions through which a student group makes meaning of written feedback comments on 

a group assignment. A review of the literature on feedback showed that only a few studies 

have focussed on feedback processes as they unfold in situ and how students generate new 
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understandings within their knowledge domain while engaging with feedback comments. The 

aim of this study was therefore to explore empirically what would be necessary for student 

groups to achieve a shared meaning of feedback comments and of how these comments could 

be used in their work. The following questions guided the empirical analysis: 

(1) How do students engage in interactional meaning-making of the feedback 

comments addressing their collaborative assignment? 

(2) What knowledge content do students attend to while making meaning of 

feedback comments? 

(3) How does the meaning-making unfold over time? 

Conceptually, Article 2 focusses on the processes through which students co-construct 

meaning from written feedback comments from their teacher. These processes are argued to 

take the form of ‘meaning-making trajectories’, which consist of moment-to-moment 

interactions that unfold over time and are achieved by the participants as they read, discuss, 

and act upon feedback comments. The data set is based on the biology case (case A) and 

encompasses the group assignment drafts of one student group as well as recordings of their 

meetings, in which the participants discussed written feedback comments from their teacher 

about their assignment. The transcribed recordings are analysed using thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006) to identify interactions in which students addressed new knowledge 

content (orientation) or in which they followed up on topics (elaboration). The use of an 

inductive approach reveals the knowledge contents students addressed during these 

interactions. Finally, a follow-up analysis traces the interactional episodes, knowledge 

content, and resources chronologically and separately for each feedback comment in order to 

capture the trajectories of the meaning-making processes. 

By presenting three illustrative excerpts in the findings, the study provides a 

description of the orientation-elaboration sequences through which students progressed in 

their meaning-making of the feedback comment. The question of which topics students 

addressed was influenced by the students’ ideas and actions, their teacher’s suggestions, and 

their available knowledge resources. The students addressed both declarative content related 

to the concrete task as well as procedural knowledge and strategies necessary to address the 

feedback comments.  

Based on these findings, a two-dimensional model is developed, depicted as 

knowledge space, in order to describe these epistemic relations of the meaning-making 

process. This model consists of a functional dimension, which discerns whether students 

attend to declarative or procedural knowledge, and a contextual dimension, which pertains to 

whether the knowledge is related to the assignment’s wider domain and academic context or 

to the task’s more concrete aspects. The meaning-making trajectories of the student group 
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were characterized by (1) the knowledge contents that were addressed and that were 

positioned within different sections of the knowledge space and (2) the interactions through 

which students managed and discussed these contents and moved from topic to topic within 

the knowledge space. 

Overall, Article 2 contributes to this thesis’s research questions by providing an 

empirical account of the social and epistemic relations that shape the moment-to-moment 

enactment of feedback practices (research question 1). It also illustrates how these relations 

are closely intertwined with the ways in which students make meaning of feedback, which is 

central to productive feedback practices (research question 2).  

 Article 3 5.3

Esterhazy, R., Nerland, M. & Damşa, C. (submitted). Characteristics of course designs that 

cater for productive feedback. 

 

This article focusses on the characteristics of course designs that cater for productive 

feedback. A literature review reveals that, apart from previous research showing that task 

organization is important for productive feedback (Carless et al., 2011), very little empirical 

work has focussed on feedback as an integral part of course designs. In addition, very few 

studies have addressed the question of how course plans and the way they incorporate 

feedback are influenced by the specific knowledge domain and the established practices 

teachers are familiar with (Trowler, 2012; Yang & Carless, 2013). To address this gap, this 

article uses data from the biology and the software engineering courses (cases A and B) to 

answer the following questions: 

(1) How are feedback opportunities incorporated into the course designs? 

a. How are course elements arranged to generate feedback opportunities? 

b. How do teachers justify arrangements that generate feedback 

opportunities? 

The data material comprises course documents and teacher interviews from the two cases.  

Conceptually, it is argued that course designs are the products of teachers’ planning work, 

which incorporate the practices and discourses teachers are familiar with from their discipline 

(Goodyear, 2015). As such, course designs reflect how teachers plan for feedback 

opportunities in their courses; these opportunities refer to potential encounters in which 

students might seek, generate or make use of information about the quality of their work. 

Such opportunities are generally considered to cater for productive feedback if they support 

students in improving their work on the immediate task, while also fostering the development 

of skills necessary to engage with feedback in the future as well as beyond the course context 
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(Boud & Molloy, 2013). How feedback opportunities are incorporated into course designs is 

related to the teachers’ understanding of feedback and their ideas about the organization of 

tasks, activities, and responsibilities.  

A thematic analysis of the course documents and teacher interviews reveals that both 

designs cater for productive feedback. The teachers arranged course elements such as tasks, 

knowledge resources, and responsibilities in ways that create various feedback opportunities 

for their students. Within these feedback opportunities, students may improve on their tasks 

while also being supported in generating and making use of feedback beyond the immediate 

context of the course. Of special relevance in the designs was the way feedback opportunities 

related to the task organization and how the teachers envisioned the distribution of 

responsibilities among the course participants.  

The teachers justified their design decisions based on the knowledge forms and 

practices they were familiar with from their disciplines. As such, the designs catered for 

productive feedback in different ways. The organization of tasks for the biology course 

followed more iterative principles, where students had to work on separate tasks and were 

given explicit feedback opportunities linked to each of these tasks. For the software 

engineering course, tasks were organized in a more cumulative manner, in that students had to 

work on one project during the entire semester. Feedback opportunities, in this case, took a 

more impromptu character, as they were planned to emerge in weekly learning activities in 

which students could ask for guidance and feedback when necessary.  

Article 3 contributes to this thesis’s research questions by illustrating different ways in 

which feedback practices are planned for in course designs, and how these practices are 

shaped by the organization of tasks and the distribution of responsibilities in the designs 

(research question 1). The paper also illuminates how different relations in course designs 

become important for the generation of opportunities for productive feedback practices 

(research question 2).  
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6 Discussion 
This chapter discusses the empirical contributions of this thesis before providing several 

theoretical reflections and outlining the findings’ practical implications. The chapter 

concludes by addressing some of this thesis’s limitations and presenting possibilities for 

further research.  

 Empirical contributions 6.1

This section discusses the empirical contributions of this thesis in relation to the two research 

questions presented in Chapter 1. The first part presents an integrated overview of the 

findings to describe how feedback practices in higher education are constituted by social and 

epistemic relations. Section 6.1.2 then draws on the literature reviewed in Chapter 2 to 

address the second question, which asks how configurations of social and epistemic relations 

can facilitate productive feedback practices.  

 How feedback practices are constituted by relations 6.1.1

While the use of a sociocultural perspective suggests that human practices are in theory 

constituted by an infinitive number of relations, the analysis of this thesis narrows down the 

focus to those relations that potentially play central roles in constituting feedback practices. 

As outlined in Section 3.3, these relations inform the units of analysis employed in this 

thesis’s empirical work: feedback encounters across an entire course, interactions during 

feedback encounters, and feedback opportunities in course designs.  

In addressing the thesis’s first research question, these three units of analysis provide 

insights into those social and epistemic relations that were particularly salient in the feedback 

practices of the two courses. These relations may be mapped onto three different empirical 

layers that are closely intertwined and in constant development: a feedback encounter layer, a 

course design layer, and a knowledge domain layer. These layers are primarily an analytical 

representation of the complexity of feedback practices and are not intended to depict one-to-

one reality or causal relationships. 

Figure 1 provides a visualization of this descriptive model of feedback practices. In the 

figure, the lines in the different layers represent those constitutive relations that were the most 

salient in the findings. While further relations were found to expand in between and beyond 

the layers and elements in the model, for the sake of clarity they are not depicted as explicit 

lines in this figure. 
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Figure 1: Descriptive model of the constitutive relations of feedback practices 

By using the theoretical ideas presented in Chapter 3, we can think of the various relations 

within the different layers as simultaneously existing both as structures that are maintained 

over time and as enactments in the here and now. The three articles reveal how the different 

relations became salient at different times and within the different layers.  

In the feedback encounter layer, feedback practices were formed by the social and 

epistemic relations among the course participants as well as between participants and the 

knowledge resources activated in the feedback encounters. Knowledge resources included 

both intellectual knowledge contents and material resources. Particularly important in this 

context were the feedback comments, which constituted knowledge resources that 

incorporated intellectual knowledge content and typically took a material form (e.g. ink on 

paper). How the different relations came together in the feedback encounter layer shaped the 

ways in which feedback practices emerged ‘on the ground’ and how participants interacted in 

the feedback encounters observed in the two courses.  

In the course design layer, feedback practices were formed by the social and epistemic 

relations the teacher envisioned between different course elements: namely, between the 

course participants, the tasks, and the knowledge resources. These elements were arranged in 
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the design process, thereby generating sets of relations that would create different affordances 

and constraints as to which activities would be likely to emerge during the course. Depending 

on which activities the two teachers had planned for their courses, the teachers arranged 

course elements in different ways. This situation also implied that the teachers – both of 

whom wanted to include feedback in their courses – had to envision relations between course 

elements in such ways that would afford opportunities for generating, making meaning of, 

and using information on the quality of student work (i.e. feedback opportunities). As such, 

the relations in the course design layer constituted a structure from which potential feedback 

encounters could emerge; at the same time, these relations also constituted an enactment, 

since they were materialized into concrete course designs and were thereby enacted in the 

here and now.  

In the knowledge domain layer, the feedback practices in the two courses were formed 

by social and epistemic relations that spanned contexts and time. These relations were 

incorporated within the different cultural tools and social conventions that were common in 

the domains and that were imbued with the domain’s knowledge, norms, and values. These 

tools and conventions structured the feedback practices in the courses, thus shaping both how 

potential feedback opportunities were incorporated into the course designs and how feedback 

encounters emerged in situ during the semester. In a concrete way, the tools and established 

conventions from the different knowledge domains mediated the ways teachers arranged 

course elements that might generate feedback opportunities as well as how course participants 

(inter)acted within concrete feedback encounters. 

In summary, the findings show that feedback practices may be depicted as a multi-

layered model that consists of different social and epistemic relations within and across 

different layers. This model implies that feedback practices at the same time exist as concrete 

enactments in the form of feedback encounters and as structures that are sustained over time 

and beyond concrete instances of enactment.  

 How configurations of relations can facilitate productive 6.1.2
feedback practices 

While the previous section presented a general overview of how different sets of relations 

constitute feedback practices in higher education, this section addresses the second research 

question, which asks how configurations of social and epistemic relations can facilitate 

productive feedback practices. To this end, the relations presented above are further expanded 

upon in this section. As such, the selected relations are not intended to constitute an 

exhaustive list of all possible relations in productive feedback practices; instead, they were 

selected as illustrative examples of how different configurations of relations mattered for 

facilitating productive feedback practices in the two courses. Table 6 summarizes the different 

sets of relations discussed below.  
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Table 6: Relations that matter for productive feedback practices 

 Relations that matter for productive feedback practices 

Feedback encounter 

layer 
 Relationships between course participants 

 Students’ orientation towards the teachers’ expectations 

 Interactions between participants and knowledge resources 

 Interactions between participants and feedback comments 

 Interactional meaning-making during feedback encounters 

Course design layer  Envisioned task organization in the course design  

 Envisioned relations between time, space and feedback 

opportunities in the course design  

 Envisioned knowledge resources in the course design  

 Envisioned relations between different feedback opportunities in 

the course design  

 Envisioned distribution of responsibilities among course 

participants 

Knowledge domain 

layer 
 Cultural tools that incorporate established domain knowledge  

 Conventions of organizing knowledge in the domain 

 Conventions of assessing knowledge in the domain 

 Conventions of distributing responsibilities in the domain 
 

These relations are expanded on below by presenting relevant findings from the three articles 

and discussing these findings in relation to the previously reviewed literature that addressed 

the enactment of feedback, design aspects of feedback, and the epistemic relations found in 

feedback.  

Social and epistemic relations in the feedback encounter layer 

In the feedback encounter layer, different configurations of relations emerged as being 

important for facilitating productive feedback practices. First, the relationships between 

course participants, i.e. between students, teachers, and TAs. Across the two cases, the 

relationships between participants influenced how they interacted in the courses in general, 

and in feedback encounters in particular. These relationships influenced who had access to 

knowledge and who had the authority to make decisions. While it is not possible to state that 

certain types of relationships were generally better for productive feedback practices than 

others, this thesis shows that it was important that these relationships were clear to the 

different participants and that the possibility existed to negotiate the relationships. The data 

also illustrates that students were likely to seek help and engage with feedback when they 

experienced positive and trustful relationships with their teachers or TAs. These findings 

further add to previous studies that have argued that student-teacher relationships are an 

important aspect for fostering productive feedback dialogues (Price et al., 2013; Yang & 

Carless, 2013).  
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Second, the findings show that it mattered for productive feedback practices how 

students oriented towards the teachers’ expectations with regard to the tasks and feedback. 

For feedback encounters to be productive students had to make meaning of these 

expectations. The work in this thesis shows that students did this in different ways: in direct 

interaction with their teachers or TAs (see Articles 1 and 2), in group discussions among 

themselves (see Article 1 and 2), or in solitary encounters between students, knowledge 

resources and technologies (see Article 1). These different observations across the two cases 

provide snapshots of the interactions in which students calibrated their own judgements in 

light of the assessment standards of the given discipline. Drawing on previous work on 

evaluative judgement (Tai et al., 2018), we can think of these interactions as important 

contributions to the students’ development into competent learners who can manage their own 

future learning without the need for external regulation.  

Third, the interactions between course participants and the knowledge resources 

activated in the encounters also emerged as being central to productive feedback practices. In 

the two cases, the different knowledge resources were both intellectual and material in nature. 

They primarily entailed textual resources such as textbooks, course plans and task 

descriptions, all of which constituted material representations (e.g. paper, ink, pixels) of 

intellectual knowledge content. The knowledge resources activated in the encounters observed 

in the case studies comprised primarily domain-knowledge contents such as scientific 

concepts (declarative knowledge) or strategies of working with these concepts (procedural 

knowledge).  

Further relevant knowledge resources included the technologies that course 

participants engaged with during their feedback encounters. As illustrated in Article 1, for 

example, the use of the programming language JAVA enabled the software engineering 

students to seek feedback from a global online JAVA forum. These findings resonate with 

previous ideas that the relations between students and knowledge resources are as equally 

important as the relationships between the course participants (Price et al., 2013). These 

findings also align with Ajjawi and Boud’s (2017) suggestion that feedback encounters 

consist of interactional turns between students, teachers, and prompts in the course material. 

This thesis further expands on this idea by showing that some feedback encounters did not 

involve teachers at all but instead occurred only between students and the materials or 

technologies they used (see Article 1).  

Not surprisingly, the knowledge resources incorporated in the feedback comments 

emerged as being particularly salient for facilitating productive feedback practices. Based on 

the observational data, productive feedback encounters always entailed comments about the 

quality of student performances, either in written form (e.g. comments on biology 

assignments, as noted in Article 2) or in oral form (e.g. talks between TAs and students in 
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coaching sessions, as noted in Article 1). Whether a feedback encounter would be productive 

was related to the way these feedback comments incorporated relevant declarative knowledge 

about scientific concepts from the domain as well as procedural knowledge about how these 

concepts could be used in the students’ work. This finding is in line with Vardi’s (2012) 

study, where the author showed that an important sign of productive feedback practices is 

when students’ develop an understanding of the interplay of the form, content, and context of 

their assignment drafts. Based on the data from the biology case, this thesis has also found 

that those oral feedback sessions in which students were given explicit guidance on how to 

integrate form, context, and content led to productive changes in the students’ assignments.  

Finally, the findings demonstrate that it is not only important that feedback comments 

incorporate relevant knowledge contents; how students make meaning of these comments in 

relation to their work is also an important consideration. Article 2, in particular, shows how 

several aspects mattered for facilitating productive meaning-making in feedback encounters. 

Students needed to make meaning of both the declarative knowledge referred to in the 

comments and of how they could work with that knowledge. This finding aligns with 

previous insights that in productive feedback practices students need to engage with both the 

subject-related and the procedure-related content of their work (McDowell, 2007). The 

analysis in Article 2 shows that students also needed to understand what assessment criteria 

were applied, and how the information found in the comments was relevant for meeting those 

criteria. The article shows that it was important for students to have previous domain 

knowledge to which they could connect the new ideas; they also needed to have access to 

relevant knowledge resources in order to understand and make use of the information found in 

the comments. How students made meaning of feedback thus was shaped by the way these 

different epistemic relations between students, knowledge content and criteria played out in 

the concrete feedback encounter.  

These findings add to the body of literature that has highlighted the role of disciplinary 

knowledge in feedback (e.g. McDowell, 2007; Price et al., 2013) by providing an empirical 

account of how these epistemic relations were closely related to how students interacted with 

knowledge resources, and how these interactions contributed to meaning-making. While 

previous studies have highlighted the role of meaning-making of feedback in the context of 

supervision meetings (Eriksson & Mäkitalo, 2015) and peer discussions (Jansson, 2006), this 

thesis has shown how students make meaning of feedback over time and how they navigate 

through the knowledge space along a meaning-making trajectory. 

Social and epistemic relations in the course design layer 

In the course design layer, various configurations of relations emerged as being important for 

facilitating productive feedback practices. First, the organization of tasks in the course design 



 

55 

 

was salient for the kinds of activities that teachers envisioned course participants to engage in. 

In the courses studied in this thesis, tasks were usually represented by material artefacts, such 

as task descriptions, either on paper or online. These descriptions usually included 

information about the envisioned outcomes of the tasks, and what needed to be done to 

achieve those goals. In both cases, these descriptions also included relevant domain 

knowledge that was intended to help students understand and work on their task. According to 

Goodyear’s ‘activity-centered approach to teaching’ (2015, p. 41), these task descriptions 

became key resources for the students’ activities, because they helped students to ‘locate, 

access and configure the physical resources they need[ed] for the activity [and to] find good 

ways of working with their peers’ (Goodyear, 2015, p. 33).  

In line with these ideas, Article 3 in particular shows that an important aspect for 

facilitating productive feedback practices was how tasks were designed and how teachers 

envisioned the tasks’ relations to each other and to the available resources in the course. The 

way in which teachers organized tasks influenced the kind of feedback opportunities the 

designs would include. To use Goodyear’s (2015) terminology, the feedback opportunities in 

the two courses were part of the planned learning activities that teachers envisioned students 

to engage in. Whether students eventually capitalized on these opportunities and enacted them 

in form of concrete feedback encounters depended not only on the relations in the course 

design layer but also on the relations at play in the feedback encounter layer. This finding 

indicates that feedback opportunities in the two designs were planned explicitly also emerged 

as (not necessarily intentional) side-effect of certain ways of organizing tasks. These findings 

are in line with research that has proposed that productive feedback should be incorporated 

within course designs as sequences of development over time rather than as collections of 

isolated events (Boud & Molloy, 2013; Carless et al., 2011). But these findings also illustrate 

that there is no one-size-fits-all solution for incorporating feedback opportunities into course 

designs and that designing for productive feedback practices requires teachers to account for 

the complex relations between the people, knowledge resources, and tasks involved.  

Other relevant aspects included the relations between time, space, and feedback 

opportunities in the course designs. The findings in Article 3 show that task organization not 

only influenced the epistemic relations of the knowledge contents students were to work on 

but also influenced when and where the students were expected to engage in the different 

activities. These tempo-spatial configurations varied between the two cases. The biology case, 

for example, showcased an iterative task organization in which students were to work in 

parallel on separate portfolio tasks, each with its own timeline, teachers, work forms, and 

locations. The software engineering case, in contrast, illustrated a cumulative task 

organization in which students had to work continuously on one project over the whole 

semester, segmented in successive and interrelated sub-tasks. Throughout the semester, 
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students were envisioned to be working in the same groups, with the same TAs, and in the 

same locations. These different tempo-spatial arrangements influenced the courses’ feedback 

opportunities and, in particular, the time, facilities, and resources available for the students to 

engage in making meaning and use of feedback in their work. By illustrating how such 

opportunities can be generated by various tempo-spatial configurations of the different course 

elements, this thesis adds to previous research that has shown the importance of incorporating 

opportunities for students to revise assignments upon their engagement with feedback 

(Dysthe, 2011; Carless et al, 2011).  

Important for achieving productive feedback practices were also the ways in which 

such knowledge resources were incorporated in the course design that have a certain 

‘feedback potential’: that is, resources from which students could obtain relevant information 

about the quality of their performance. For example, the data from the software engineering 

course illustrated that some technologies constituted knowledge resources with rich feedback 

potential. But also how technologies were incorporated into the course designs was important. 

For instance, if a software programme was used as a helping tool for a task whose aim was to 

learn something else, or if the software was the learning object itself influenced the feedback 

opportunities generated by the technology. These insights contribute to the body of literature 

that has highlighted the role of technology in supporting productive feedback practices 

(Dawson, Henderson, Ryan et al., 2018) by providing empirical accounts of how the use of 

technologies mediates the ways in which feedback practices are enacted. 

Further, the findings show that the relations between different feedback opportunities in 

the designs were important for productive feedback practices. The data gathered in this thesis 

provides insights into the ways feedback opportunities in the course designs were capitalized 

upon during the actual enactment of feedback. While this thesis does not focus on evaluating 

which course designs led to the most productive enactment of feedback, the data does provide 

some interesting indications that can help to understand what characterized designs that cater 

for productive feedback. While this thesis’s analysis focussed on those data segments that 

provide insights into productive enactments, the data also shows that not all feedback 

opportunities in the course designs were capitalized upon. For example, some of the biology 

students occasionally failed to submit drafts in time and therefore were unable capitalize upon 

the feedback opportunities their teacher offered. Both case studies also included examples of 

students reporting that they had not made use of feedback opportunities, because they already 

had sufficient access to relevant information about the quality of their work through other 

feedback encounters. This situation shows that the lack of engagement with feedback might 

sometimes be the result of course designs, in which one feedback opportunity ‘outcompetes’ 

another. This finding is in line with previous insights that course designs will be more 

productive when different forms of feedback, such as peer and teacher feedback, do not 
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overlap (van den Berg et al., 2006). These findings show that not all feedback opportunities 

that are planned by the teacher are automatically perceived as necessary by the students. This 

acknowledgement implies that catering for productive feedback in course designs might 

require a certain degree of flexibility and space to negotiate when and how different students 

might benefit from feedback most; it also implies that course designs that facilitate productive 

feedback practices not only need to incorporate feedback opportunities but also must evoke a 

need and motivation among the students to capitalize upon these opportunities. 

Finally, another important set of relations included the planned distribution of 

responsibilities among course participants for the courses’ feedback opportunities. In the 

biology case, for example, all teachers who had designed tasks were also responsible for 

offering feedback for the same tasks. In the software engineering case, in contrast, the TAs 

were to offer feedback and guidance on tasks the main teacher had designed; whether the 

same or different people were responsible for designing the task and generating feedback 

influenced the conditions for the enactment of feedback in the course. For example, the TAs 

rather than the main teacher first needed to make sense of the tasks and their requirements 

before they could offer help. As part of the planned distribution of responsibilities, it was 

important what types of learning activities were planned for in the course design and what 

modes of working were envisioned for the students. The findings show that designs that 

included group work, for example, afforded productive engagement with feedback in the form 

of student groups discussing feedback comments and then incorporating revisions into their 

group assignments. The thesis also shows that how the teachers planned for feedback 

opportunities was related to how they tried to ensure that students would learn and produce 

high-quality assignments. In both cases, teachers shared responsibility with the students, for 

instance, by incorporating feedback opportunities early on in the course progression and by 

arranging for checkpoints that would allow for following up students’ work and their 

engagement with previous feedback. These findings provide substantial empirical support for 

the ideas that sustainable feedback can be designed for by giving students more central roles 

in generating and interpreting feedback and by creating opportunities for productive dialogues 

related to feedback (Carless et al., 2011; Xu & Carless, 2017).  

Social and epistemic relations in the knowledge domain layer 

As noted in section 6.1.1, feedback practices are not only constituted by the relations in the 

course design and feedback encounter layers but also by those relations that have developed 

historically in the given knowledge domains. These relations are present throughout the 

findings in all three articles and are closely entangled with the other relations presented in the 

previous sections of this chapter. As such, this work provides empirical support for the idea 
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that the given knowledge domain and discipline shape the feedback practices in a particular 

course (Ajjawi et al., 2017; Price et al., 2013; Yang & Carless, 2013). 

One of this thesis’s core contributions in this regard is to show how the cultural tools 

that incorporate established knowledge of the domain matter for facilitating productive 

feedback practices. In both courses, the unfolding interactions within the feedback encounters 

were mediated by intellectual tools (such as scientific concepts and standards from the 

domain) and material tools (such as the lecture rooms, laptops, or textbooks). If we assume 

that feedback encounters are only productive when students interact in ways that are 

conducive to their understanding of feedback and the underlying domain knowledge, then it is 

particularly pertinent to show how the different tools mediated the students’ meaning-making 

in these encounters. Article 2 illustrates that the activation of relevant domain knowledge – 

either through written or oral feedback comments – opened up spaces for rich student 

discussions and productive changes in student assignments. Article 1 showed that the use of 

material tools, such as the white board in a lecture room, also generated new possibilities for 

the enactment of productive feedback encounters. The fact that cultural tools emerged as 

central elements in the feedback practices aligns with the findings of previous studies that 

have focussed on the way tools mediate meaning-making (Eriksson & Mäkitalo, 2015; 

Jansson, 2006). These findings are expanded on in this thesis by demonstrating how the 

cultural tools mediate feedback practices across all layers.    

Another finding shows how the conventions of organizing knowledge in the domain 

mattered for facilitating productive feedback practices. In both cases, the course designs and 

the way they generated feedback opportunities were shaped by domain-specific ways of 

knowledge organization. In the biology case, for example, the knowledge domain was 

characterized by distinct thematic areas that made it difficult for a single teacher to offer 

substantial feedback on all tasks in the course. As a consequence, the course design 

incorporated tasks and feedback opportunities that were divided among different teachers 

with a variety of specializations. The interview data shows that course participants shared an 

understanding of these conventions and that the students experienced the feedback 

opportunities that were in line with these conventions as meaningful.  

This finding is closely related to the significance of the conventions of assessing 

knowledge in the domain. The findings show that it was important for the productiveness of 

feedback practices, if the assessment criteria that were activated within feedback encounters 

aligned with the assessment conventions that course participants were familiar with. The way 

in which teachers and TAs expressed evaluative judgments and proposed solutions for 

emerging issues in their feedback comments provided access points to the values, norms, and 

ways of thinking and working in the discipline. In engaging with feedback comments, 

students hence not only had to decipher the teacher’s expectations but also the wider 
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conventions and rules established in the institution or discipline (see also Jansson, 2006). 

Article 2 illustrates that the students and their teacher spent considerable time 

negotiating and making meaning of their assignments in relation to the standards derived from 

the educational and professional practices in their discipline, which in one way shows that 

making assessment criteria explicit in feedback encounters is important. At the same time, the 

less explicit use of criteria might prompt students to take responsibility for their meaning-

making and to become active in seeking further information. Through these meaning-making 

processes, students can develop skills to make competent judgements about their work in the 

context of their given discipline (cf. Boud et al., 2015; Tai et al., 2018). These epistemic 

explorations may be understood as an important part of the students’ development of 

feedback literacy (Carless & Boud, 2018; Price et al., 2011; Sutton, 2012). These findings 

show how students who make meaning of the historically developed conventions and cultural 

tools that constitute the feedback practices of a given course gain access to the ‘ways of 

thinking and practicing’ in their discipline (Anderson & Hounsell, 2007, p. 463).  

Finally, the work in this thesis reveals that it is important for productive feedback 

practices how the knowledge domain’s social conventions of distributing responsibilities are 

aligned with the distribution of responsibilities within the course design and feedback 

encounters. The findings show how students who encounter unfamiliar forms of responsibility 

distribution in the teachers’ envisioned feedback opportunities (e.g. when students are to 

actively seek feedback) may become uncertain and frustrated during enactment. Some 

students expressed a particular need for transparency and guidance in terms of what was 

expected of them. The conventions for distributing responsibilities in the domain were also 

closely intertwined with the above-described conventions about knowledge. Article 1, for 

instance, illustrates how the open-access organization of knowledge in the software 

engineering domain made programming experience particularly relevant concerning who was 

perceived as competent in the course. This typical way of organizing knowledge in software 

engineering influenced the social relations in the course’s feedback practices, which 

incorporated ‘flat’ hierarchies in which students and TAs were equal partners in generating 

and using feedback, rather than TAs being authorities who told the students what was right or 

wrong.  

By providing specific empirical accounts of how different social and epistemic 

relations in the knowledge domains shaped how feedback practices emerged in the two 

courses, these insights add to previous studies that have suggested that a given discipline 

influences the conditions for feedback practices in a course (Yang & Carless, 2013). 

Elaborating on the idea that it is important for teachers to generate learning environments that 

will provide socio-affective support for students engaged in feedback practices (Xu & 

Carless, 2017; Yang & Carless, 2013), these findings also empirically illustrate how 
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transparent expectations play an important role in generating such environments. 

 Summary of empirical contributions 6.1.3

In summary, this thesis’s findings address several gaps in the empirical literature identified in 

Chapter 2. First, this thesis contributes to the literature on the enactment of feedback by 

providing a detailed empirical account of the processes whereby students discuss feedback 

comments and materialize their understanding while they are revising their assignments 

(Article 2). The insights that emerge from the relational approach complement those studies 

that have primarily focussed on the interactions that occur in feedback encounters (e.g. Ajjawi 

& Boud, 2017; Eriksson & Mäkitalo, 2015; Jansson, 2006; Rizan et al., 2014; Vehviläinen, 

2009) or on the changes in the student products (e.g. Vardi, 2012; Walker, 2015; Wingate, 

2010). Building in particular on work by Eriksson and Mäkitalo (2015) and Jansson (2006), 

this thesis provides further insights into how cultural tools mediate the meaning-making that 

occurs during feedback encounters (Article 2). By doing so, this work widens the focus 

beyond moment-to-moment interactions and illustrates how tools and conventions shape 

feedback practices in many ways, including how they are planned (Article 3) and how they 

are enacted throughout the semester (Article 1). 

Second, this thesis contributes to the literature on design aspects of feedback. While 

previous work has indicated that arrangements of people, tasks, and tools are central in course 

designs that facilitate productive feedback practices (Carless et al., 2011; Xu & Carless, 

2017), this thesis provides specific empirical insights into how different task organizations 

and distributions of responsibilities can generate productive feedback opportunities (Article 

3). The use of a case-study design has allowed for the generation of valuable empirical 

insights into the interrelated ways in which teachers planned for productive feedback 

practices, as materialized in course documents and achieved interactionally during the 

semester. In comparison to studies that have focussed on which course elements are the most 

important for facilitating productive feedback practices (e.g. van den Berg et al., 2006), this 

thesis’s relational approach has added a more comprehensive empirical account of how the 

envisioned relations in the course design layer are closely intertwined with the relations found 

in the other two layers. 

Finally, the findings contribute to the literature on epistemic relations in feedback by 

providing empirical accounts of how feedback practices are intertwined with a given 

knowledge domain and its discourses and practices. Rather than remaining at a theoretical 

level, this thesis’s empirical studies have also revealed how various epistemic relations 

shaped the way feedback practices were structured and enacted within two concrete courses 

(Articles 1 and 2). Expanding on the idea that domain knowledge content is relevant for 

feedback practices (Anderson, 2014; Hyatt, 2005; McDowell, 2007; Price et al., 2013), this 
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thesis provides additional insights into how this content shapes the way feedback 

opportunities are incorporated within course designs (Article 3) and how the content mediates 

the way in which course participants come together and interact within concrete feedback 

encounters (Article 1 and 2).  

 Theoretical reflections 6.2

This section first discusses how the social practice perspective used in this thesis has allowed 

for the development of new ways of conceptualizing feedback in higher education before 

presenting this work’s contributions to the conceptual literature on higher education feedback. 

The use of a social practice perspective has provided the grounds for achieving a more 

comprehensive relational understanding of feedback. The insights gained through this 

perspective have allowed for the conceptualization of feedback as a social practice that is 

constituted by different processes and social and epistemic relations. This perspective has 

drawn our attention to the social conventions and cultural tools (Wertsch, 1998) that mediate 

the unfolding feedback processes, which implies that feedback practices are inherently 

situated in the knowledge domain. As such, the different concepts and units of analysis used 

in this thesis have allowed us to account for the relational and situated character of feedback 

and to understand how feedback practices can be variously composed in different contexts yet 

still be equally productive. This perspective has also implied a shift in focus towards what is 

enacted in situ, rather than focussing only on what students and teachers perceive and report. 

All feedback encounters observed from the data gathered in this thesis are thus understood as 

being enactments of feedback practices that are achieved in collaboration between course 

participants and the activated tools and conventions (Säljö, 2005). 

The use of a sociocultural stance also implies that social practices entail processes of 

meaning-making, externalization, and recontextualization (Wertsch, 1998). Hence, the same 

processes are considered to be central to feedback practices within this thesis’s analytical 

framework. This assumption has directed the empirical focus towards the ways in which 

teachers inscribed course designs and feedback comments with norms and standards from the 

knowledge domain, and how students engaged with the same by interpreting these norms and 

standards in relation to their own understanding. 

The use of the social practice stance has also allowed us to view higher education 

disciplines as complex webs of social and epistemic relations that shape the tools and 

conventions addressed in a given course (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Trowler, 2012). This idea 

has added to the conceptualization of feedback the notion that students who engage with the 

cultural tools activated within feedback encounters do engage with the wider practices of their 

discipline.  

This thesis has also made several relevant contributions to the conceptual literature on 
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higher education feedback. As shown in Chapter 2, recent developments in the conceptual 

literature have called for more processual and relational perspectives on feedback (Boud & 

Molloy, 2012; Carless et al., 2011; Price et al., 2011). This thesis has addressed this challenge 

by contributing an analytical framework for studying feedback from a sociocultural 

perspective (Säljö, 2005; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1998). By including different units of 

analysis – feedback encounters across the course, interactions during encounters and feedback 

opportunities in course designs – this analytical framework has made it possible to study 

feedback as practices that span different layers and that involve different relations and 

processes. This framework contributes to the conceptual literature by offering an alternative to 

the common approach of conceptualizing feedback as a product that is transmitted from 

teachers to students (e.g. Alvarez et al., 2012; Crisp, 2007; Fernández-Toro et al., 2013).  

As part of this analytical framework, this thesis has adapted and generated several 

theoretical concepts that make important contributions to the conceptual literature on 

feedback. One of this work’s core contributions is to the conceptual literature focussed on 

student engagement with feedback (Boud & Molloy, 2013; Carless et al., 2011; Price et al., 

2011). Specifically, the thesis proposes the notions of the ‘meaning-making trajectory’ and 

the ‘knowledge space’ (see Article 2) to describe the epistemic relations at play while students 

are engaged with feedback. These notions contribute to the literature by emphasizing that 

engagement with feedback is not a straight-forward cognitive process; instead, feedback 

entails processes of meaning-making that are achieved interactionally by course participants 

orienting towards relevant knowledge contents derived from the respective domain. In this 

way, participants move along meaning-making trajectories towards a shared understanding of 

feedback in the context of their work. The notions of meaning-making trajectories and 

knowledge spaces have added to our understanding of student engagement with feedback by 

highlighting both the epistemic and social but also the temporal relations at play while 

students discuss and make use of feedback. These ideas also add to recent developments 

towards the use of more process-oriented and dialogical approaches to feedback, where the 

students and teachers are both thought of as central actors (Boud & Molloy, 2012; Carless et 

al., 2011; Price et al., 2011). 

Finally, this thesis has contributed to our understanding of feedback as an integral part 

of course designs. A particularly important addition to the limited conceptual literature on the 

design aspects of feedback is the notion of ‘feedback opportunities’ (discussed in Article 3). 

Such feedback opportunities may be generated by arranging different course elements in 

course designs; the article suggest that productive feedback practices may then be catered for 

by incorporating feedback opportunities into course designs. The use of this notion has 

generated the possibility of examining course designs for their potential to support productive 

feedback, rather than investigating the productiveness of isolated elements of feedback 
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independently of the other course elements.  

In summary, this thesis has shown that the sociocultural perspective on educational 

practices is valuable for studying feedback. The work has moreover contributed to developing 

relevant concepts and notions that will enable further theoretically founded explorations of 

feedback practices in future research.  

 Practical implications 6.3

By providing empirical insights into the different ways course designs may cater for 

productive feedback practices, this thesis has added to the general discourse on pedagogies in 

which students are assigned more active roles. Overall, the findings strengthen the idea that 

feedback is a powerful pedagogical strategy that facilitates students in gaining access to the 

practices and discourses of their given discipline (Anderson, 2014; Anderson & Hounsell, 

2007; Eriksson & Mäkitalo, 2015; Hyatt, 2005; Jansson, 2006).  

In particular, the findings have contributed relevant insights into the practical problem 

of the widely acknowledged ‘feedback dilemma’, which refers to the discrepancy between 

teachers’ intentions when generating feedback and the ways students actually engage with the 

information their teachers provided. By exploring feedback from a relational view, this thesis 

offers a number of important insights into the conditions under which feedback practices can 

become productive, and what might lie at the core of the misalignment of teachers’ intentions 

and students’ engagement. Generally, the idea that feedback practices are an interactional 

achievement between students, teachers, and resources in the environment suggests that the 

feedback dilemma may be understood as a break-down of this interactional achievement, 

meaning that neither side should be blamed. Accordingly, the findings of this thesis suggest 

that a number of practical challenges lie at the core of the feedback dilemma. To name only a 

few, these challenges include situations in which students have limited time and space to 

make meaning of feedback, feedback opportunities with unclear distribution of 

responsibilities, and a lack of knowledge resources that may impede meaning-making and 

productive use of feedback. Based on these findings, several practical implications emerge 

that demonstrate how productive feedback practices may be facilitated. 

The findings imply that institutional conditions in the study programme, such as the 

availability of technologies or the expertise of teaching staff, are crucial for productive 

feedback practices to occur. These institutional conditions cannot simply be isolated and 

improved on, but should instead be treated as part of an intricate set of relations in which 

changes have wide-reaching and often unpredictable consequences. To support productive 

feedback, thus, pedagogical efforts should not be limited to improving isolated elements such 

as the formulation of a comment. Instead, teachers should become more aware of the relations 

that make up course environments and how these relations may be configured to generate 
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conditions for productive feedback practices. 

The use of the relational view on feedback also suggests that teachers need to treat 

feedback as an integral part of their course designs. This view implies that course elements 

must be arranged in ways that will open up opportunities in which information about the 

quality of the students’ work can be generated, made meaning of, and acted upon. To create 

such opportunities, teachers must be aware of the different logics that come with certain task 

organizations and how these logics are related to the potential opportunities to engage with 

feedback in the course. In this regard, it is important to think of temporal sequencing when 

planning for productive feedback. For example, the earlier in the semester students are 

required to generate academic products, the more relevant it will be for the students to 

capitalize upon the feedback opportunities offered in the course. This example illustrates that 

different task sequences generate different needs and motivation for students to engage with 

feedback.  

When teachers plan for productive feedback, they should also incorporate relevant 

resources into their course designs, since these resources will be needed for students to make 

meaning of and act upon the information they engage with during feedback encounters. To 

that end, teachers need to carefully decide what types of knowledge contents and activities 

they want their students to engage with during the different tasks; they also need to consider 

what prior knowledge they can expect among their student cohorts. Based on these 

preparations, teachers can then envision different kinds of feedback opportunities that could 

serve a variety of purposes. Examples might include oral feedback opportunities on early 

drafts of student assignments, which would serve the purpose of encouraging students to 

explore new ideas and literature; or peer feedback opportunities that are scheduled close to the 

final submission deadline, which would let students judge examples of their fellow students’ 

assignments and might motivate them to engage with the relevant assessment criteria. 

Depending on the feedback opportunities teachers envision in specific course designs, the 

teachers must then identify which resources and technologies will be necessary for their 

students to successfully engage in the different opportunities. This also means that teachers 

should become more aware of the feedback opportunities they can generate by including 

technologies or resources that have feedback potential and that can provide students with 

information about the quality of their work without the teacher being involved.  

But planning course designs with feedback opportunities alone is not sufficient for 

generating productive feedback practices. This thesis’s findings show that students also need 

guidance and encouragement in how to navigate the feedback opportunities they are provided 

with, and how they can make use of feedback in their learning. Teachers must plan for 

learning activities and work formats (e.g. group work) that will encourage dialogue and 

shared meaning-making of feedback. While teachers should inform their students about the 
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roles they expect them to take on, this thesis shows that it is also important for teachers to 

provide flexibility for negotiating the roles that are most productive at any given time.  

 Limitations 6.4

While this thesis provides important contributions to the research on feedback in higher 

education, it has some limitations that need to be discussed critically. Several limitations 

related to the methodological approach have already been discussed in Chapter 4; further 

limitations are partly related to the exploratory nature of this research, and partly to the fact 

that choosing a specific analytical framework always implies that certain aspects will receive 

more attention than others.  

First, this thesis’s analytical focus on productive feedback practices influenced the 

selection of cases that had the potential to provide deep insights into relevant processes and 

relations. This focus runs the risks of evoking the impression that these courses are 

representative of the disciplinary, institutional, or national (in this case Norwegian) context. 

For that reason, it is important to stress that the cases in this thesis were selected in order to 

provide descriptive accounts of feedback practices in two illustrative higher education 

courses, rather than to generate statistically generalizable claims based on a representative 

sample. The principles of theoretical generalization (Eisenhart, 2009) suggest that even if 

other cases had been selected, similar sets of relations likely would have emerged as being 

constitutive for feedback practices, as long as the data had been approached through the same 

analytical framework. The selection of two cases thus served the purpose of revealing general 

principles of how feedback practices were situated in the respective knowledge domains, 

rather than conducting a comparative analysis of the two cases. 

Second, this thesis proposes a very broad conceptualization of productive feedback 

practices as the ways in which course participants generate, make meaning of, and act upon 

information about the quality of student performances. This conceptualization may be seen 

critically, since many different situations in the higher education context might be considered 

as feedback encounters under such a conceptualization. This ‘colonization’ by the term 

feedback could be perceived as problematic, because it makes the differentiation of feedback 

from other terms such as instruction, scaffolding or guidance difficult. While these concerns 

are acknowledged here, it is also argued that it might be useful to think of these different 

terms as being closely interrelated and to create an awareness that many current practices 

would indeed qualify as feedback, even when they are not termed as such.  

Finally, this work’s focus on social and epistemic relations has left a few aspects 

unattended to that might also be relevant for understanding productive feedback practices. 

These aspects might entail, for instance, the semantics of feedback comments, cognitive 

processes, or motivation of individual students, all of which have been studied in previous 
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research on feedback (Evans, 2013). These topics are also important considerations to 

understand productive feedback practices; while these topics are not the focus of this thesis, 

they do constitute the wider background necessary for understanding this thesis’s findings.  

 Future directions for research 6.5

The findings of this thesis open up several avenues for further research. While teachers’ 

meaning-making was not the focus of this thesis, the findings show that the teachers’ 

engagement with feedback is also mediated by cultural tools such as task descriptions, 

assessment criteria, language genres, and institutional standards. An investigation of the 

presumptions that teachers have while generating feedback comments would thus be an 

intriguing direction of research. This topic has been approached before by a study that 

employed think-aloud interviews with teachers while they commented on student assignments 

(Orrell, 2006). While this methodology is promising, the findings of this thesis suggest that 

such interviews should focus more on the discipline-specific cultural tools (e.g. concepts, 

standards, methods, and pedagogical models) and conventions that teachers activate while 

they are creating feedback comments or planning for feedback in their course designs. Such 

an approach would serve to explore the externalization processes by which teachers 

materialize the ideas, norms, and values from the disciplinary practices into textual artefacts 

(that is, written feedback comments or course plans). A focus on teacher teams, in which 

several teachers are involved in the teaching and feedback practices of a given course would 

also be an intriguing avenue of research. For instance, if the person who generates the 

feedback comments is not the same person who had originally designed the task, then what 

standards will the feedback generator draw upon? How does the intermediary person interpret 

the task, and how does this interpretation influence the kind of feedback processes that will 

emerge?  

A focus on feedback encounters that do not unfold as intended would also make for an 

interesting line of research. Such a study would require an empirical setting in which a large 

number of feedback encounters could be observed in situ, ideally with observable interactions 

and potential moments of ‘breakdown’. These moments could be analysed in depth by 

identifying the contextual factors (e.g. tempo-spatial organization or knowledge resources) 

and interactional factors (e.g. student-teacher interactions, student-student interactions, or 

interactions with knowledge resources/course material) that were at play in these moments.  

It would also be interesting to expand the unit of analysis to investigate how individual 

students engage with feedback, and how these individual meaning-making trajectories might 

intersect in student work that has both individual and collaborative elements. Answering these 

questions would require a methodological approach that could generate both insights into the 

individuals’ meaning-making (such as think-aloud protocols) and into the shared meaning-
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making that occurs in group meetings (such as the audio recordings used in this thesis). 

Finally, a future project could also follow the processes and relations identified in this 

thesis over time. Such a project might entail, for example, a study of student engagement with 

feedback over several semesters, or an exploration of the development of feedback practices 

in a study programme over several years. Answering these types of questions would require 

longitudinal research designs and analytical units that would allow for the capturing of change 

processes.  

 Concluding remarks 6.6

This thesis has provided insights into feedback practices in higher education and into the 

conditions under which feedback practices can become productive. The work has illustrated 

not only that social and epistemic relations matter for productive feedback practices, but also 

how these relations become relevant in different contexts. The combined data set of 

interviews, course documents, and observations has enabled an investigation into the 

feedback practices in two courses from several angles, including how teachers planned for 

these practices in their course designs, how these practices emerged through feedback 

encounters over a whole semester, and how students and teachers engaged in moment-to-

moment interactions in these encounters. As such, this thesis has contributed to the literature 

in several ways: by generating multifaceted empirical insights into feedback practices in 

different disciplinary contexts, by developing a relational conceptualization of feedback from 

a sociocultural perspective, and by offering practical implications of how conditions for 

productive feedback can be created in higher education settings. This thesis has advanced 

both empirical and conceptual developments in the literature on feedback in higher education 

and has opened up several promising new avenues for future investigations. 
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Appendix 1: Themes for teacher interviews  

The following questions guided the initial teacher interviews. The end interview followed a similar structure but 

the questions were directed more at the experiences with the course activities and how any challenges that 

occurred were resolved. Moreover, the end interview questions were adjusted based on the observations and 

specific learning activities during the course (see section 4.4.2) 

Teacher’s background 

 What is your educational background and training? 

 What is your experience with teaching and with specific course? 

History and development of the course 

 What is the position of the course in the study programme? 

 What recent changes have been made in the course? 

 What is your role in the history/development of the course? 

Characteristics of the student group 

 What is the size and social composition of the student group? 

 What experiences do you have with previous cohort’s prior knowledge, interest, and engagement? 

Aims and intentions with the course 

 What are the intended learning outcomes? 

 What are your personal intentions for the course? 

Structure of teaching and learning activities 

 Can you describe the core knowledge content and teaching activities, and the relations between them? 

 What forms of assessment are included in the course? 

 What forms of student-centred teaching and activating of students are included in the course? 

 What technology are used in the course? 

Feedback 

 In what way is feedback incorporated in the course design? Why? 

 At what points in time during the course are feedback practices organized, and in relation to what other 

activities/tasks? 

 What is the main purpose of the feedback practices in the course?  

 How are distinct feedback loops organized within the course? How are these loops incorporated into the 

course structure and activities? 

 Who provides the feedback (teachers, peers, others)? 

 How is feedback presented (face-to-face, online, in groups, individually, or presented together with a 

grade)? 

 What is the expected role of the student within the feedback practice?  

Experience with the course and study programme 

 What experience do you have with the teaching and learning activities as they look today? 

 What ideas and wished-for changes do you have for the future of this course? 

 How do the course’s content and activities relate to the developments in the wider 

discipline/profession? 

 What do you experience as the core challenges of this course? 
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Appendix 2: Themes for student interviews  

The following questions guided the student group interviews. Questions were adjusted based on the observations 

and specific learning activities during the course (see section 4.4.2) 

Course expectations and experiences 

 What were your expectations about the course, and were they met? 

 What were your experiences with the course in general? 

Learning experience 

 What did you find particularly interesting or useful? 

 What do you anticipate the relevance will be to your professional life? 

Teaching/instruction 

 What were your experiences with different teaching methods and instruction in the course? 

 How did these factors contribute to learning? 

 What was challenging for you, and what worked well? 

Learning environment and teaching and learning activities 

 What types of teaching and learning activities were used in the course? 

 How did you organize your group work? 

 What were your experiences with the activities in the course? 

 What was challenging, and what worked well? 

Forms of assessment 

 What forms of assessment were used? 

 What was your experience of these assessments? 

 What was your experience of peer assessment, if used? 

Feedback 

 To what extent did you use the opportunity for written and oral feedback in the course? 

 In what ways did you think the feedback you received was useful? What were the differences between 

tasks?  

 Did you always understand the feedback you received? If not, why not? 

 Did you make use of the feedback in your further work? If so, how? 

 Did you seek feedback from anyone other than your teachers? 

Use of technology 

 How did you use technology related to the subject matter? 

 How did you use technology for communication and collaboration? 

 What was your overall experience with technology in the course? 

Individual study 

 How did you organize your own work and activities beyond the organized course context? 
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Appendix 3: Sample observation protocol  

Lecture date: XX.XX.2016 

Lecture title: XX 

Approximate number of students: XX 

GEN-

ERAL 

INFO 

Large lecture hall with fixed seats (about half filled); teacher sits/stands behind a stand; head micro-

phone (good sound quality); large projected screen behind teacher; teacher stays fixed behind stand; 

language of lecture is Norwegian 

Time/ 

dura-

tion 

Activity/ 

lecture 

components 

and main 

content 

topics 

Detailed 

knowledge 

content 

Pedagogical 

strategies 

and 

communica-

tion modes 

Forms of 

feedback 

Know-

ledge  

resources 

used 

Techno-

logies 

used 

Student 

activity 

Comments, 

reflections 

by  

observer 

10:30 

Introduc-

tion to 

today’s 

lecture’s 

content 

Bugs, 

testing, 

excep-

tions 

Topic 

introduced; 

many 

pictures on 

the first 

slide (not 

enough 

time to 

look at 

them) 

    

PPT 

slides 

through-

out the 

whole 

lecture 

    

10:31 

First topic: 

bugs and 

testing 

Historical 

account 

of the 

word 

‘bug’ 

Goes 

through the 

topics in 

lecture 

format 

  
Internet 

dictionary 
      

10:40 

Testing: 

step by 

step of 

how to 

test a 

code 

(slide 

with 6 

steps) 

Announces 

that this is 

a repetition 

of the topic 

Answers 

question by 

student; 

clarification 

that his is 

typical, but 

can also 

look 

different 

    

Student 

asks 

question 

about 

example: 

whether 

it always 

has to 

look like 

this 

  



 

80 

 

Appendix 4: Informed consent form 

Participation in research project: Informed consent8 

 Thank you for participating in the project Quality of Norwegian Higher Education: Pathways, 

Practices and Performances which is carried out in collaboration between the Nordic Institute 

for Studies of Innovation, Research and Education (NIFU) and the Department of Education at 

the University of Oslo. The project aims at identifying and examining factors affecting the 

quality of higher education. In total twelve study programs at different Norwegian universities 

and colleges participate in this project. 

 

 We will follow a group of students through different methods such as interviews, observations 

and access to the products you develop. This includes access to discussions you might have at 

different places (at the university, online) both among yourselves and with your teachers. The 

aim is to get more precise information about the activities that take place during your course, 

what resources you use for your studies and what challenges you meet along the way. Any 

collected information will only be accessed by us researchers and will in no way impact your 

assessment or grade in the course. 

 

 The project is carried out with support of the educational leadership of your study program. It 

has been registered with the Data Protection Office (Norwegian Social Science Data 

Services) and is conducted in accordance with the Personal Data Act. All personal data will 

be handled confidentially and will be anonymized before publication so that information 

cannot be traced back to individual participants. At completion of the project on 31 

December 2018 all data will be anonymized or deleted. 

 

 Participation in the project is of course voluntary. You are entitled to withdraw from the 

project under way without giving any reason. However, we hope that many of you will 

participate, as we are dependent on your help for getting important information on learning 

processes that take place when we study. Students that participate will also get feedback on 

those processes, which might be useful for the further course of your studies.  

 

 More information about the project can be found at http://www.qnhe.no. Please feel free to 

contact us for any question you might have. 

 

Monika Nerland     Rachelle Esterhazy 

Professor, Department for Education  PhD candidate, Department for Education 

Phone: 0047-22 85 81 72    Phone: 0047- 22858113   

E-mail: monika.nerland@iped.uio.no  E-mail: rachelle.esterhazy@iped.uio.no    

 

I am aware of the aims of the project and what it means to participate, and I am willing to participate 

in the project. 

Location/Date:____________________      Signature:_______________________ 

                                                 
8
 A similar consent form was used for the teachers in the project; few formulations were adjusted 

http://www.qnhe.no/
mailto:monika.nerland@iped.uio.no
mailto:rachelle.esterhazy@iped.uio.no
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Appendix 5: Declaration of independent 

research contribution  

 
This declaration shows the candidate’s independent research contribution to conception and design, 

or development and analysis of a theoretical model, or acquisition of data, or analysis and 

interpretation of data, contribution to drafting the article or revising it critically for important 

intellectual content. 

 

 

 

Article no. 2 

 

Title: Esterhazy, R. & Damşa, C. (2017) Unpacking the feedback process: An analysis of 

undergraduate students’ interactional meaning-making of feedback comments   

 

The independent contribution of the candidate: 

 

I am the first author of this article. My independent contribution consists of having major 

responsibility in the first draft of the article and the revision of the article. In more detail this implies: 

 I was responsible for collecting the empirical data material and narrowing down the data to 

be analyzed 

 I conducted the analysis of the empirical data and was responsible for writing the findings 

section 

 I was responsible for the first draft of the introduction, methods, theory and discussion 

section 

 I reviewed previous research and wrote the review section 

 I submitted and resubmitted the article, and was the point of contact with the journal 

My co-author has contributed in the following manner: 

 She contributed to the choice of theory and wrote large parts of the theory section 

 She wrote large parts of the discussion 

 She contributed to revising all parts of the article, and in particular the introduction, the 

review section, the theory section, and the discussion 

 She has been a discussion partner and commented on drafts throughout the writing process 
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Article no. 3 
 

Title: Esterhazy, R., Nerland, M., & Damşa, C. (submitted) Characteristics of course designs that 

cater for productive feedback 

 

The independent contribution of the candidate: 

 

I am the first author of this article. My independent contribution consists of having major 

responsibility in the first draft of the article and the revision of the article. In more detail this implies: 

 I was primarily responsible for collecting the data in the biology case and was partly involved 

in the data collection in the software engineering case 

 I was responsible for writing the review section 

 I was responsible for the analysis, including the selection of data material and the first draft 

of the findings section 

 I was also responsible for writing the first drafts of the introduction, the methods, and the 

discussion section 

 I contributed to revising all sections of the article 

 I submitted the article, and was the point of contact with the journal 

My co-authors have contributed in the following manner: 

 Crina Damşa was primarily responsible for collecting data in the software engineering case; 

Monika Nerland has been partly involved in the data collection of both cases 

 Both co-authors contributed to the choice of article focus, theory and data material 

 Monika Nerland wrote the first draft of the theory section 

 Both co-authors contributed to discussing and revising all parts of the article 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Part II: The articles 

  





I

Article  1 

Esterhazy, R. (2018b). What matters for productive feedback? Disciplinary practices and their 

relational dynamics. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 43(8), 1302–1314. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2018.1463353





IIArticle 2 

Esterhazy, R. & Damşa, C. (2017). Unpacking the feedback process: An analysis of 

undergraduate students’ interactional meaning-making of feedback comments. Studies in 

Higher Education. Advance Online Publication. 8 August 2017.  

https://doi.org/ 10.1080/03075079.2017.1359249





III

Article 3  

Esterhazy, R., Nerland, M., & Damşa, C. (submitted) Characteristics of course designs that cater for 

productive feedback.






