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Abstract

This study was conducted before the Covid19 pandemic. It used an interpretative thematic
analysis approach to inquire about educators’ experiences of assessment and feedback
policy and their views on assessment feedback. Eighteen teaching staff from a UK-based
higher education institution expressed their opinions on various factors that facilitated or
hindered the adoption of the assessment and feedback policy, along with their
perceptions of assessment and feedback. The policy required that teaching staff provide
feedback using technology such as Turnitin, with a two-week turnaround. Three themes
were developed from the interpretative thematic analysis: 1) assessment and feedback
policy as a personal and professional challenge, 2) mixed perceptions on the
effectiveness of feedback, and 3) facilitating conditions for a successful assessment and
feedback policy implementation. Workload and time constraints appeared to be the most
prominent issues across all the interviews, affecting educators at every level of their
professional and personal experiences. Insufficient time for attending meetings,
providing timely and quality feedback, conducting research, pursuing professional
development, and engaging in innovative strategies created tension between educators’
engagement and commitment to enhancing students learning and the pressure imposed
by assessment and feedback policy demands. This research has implications for both
educators and their professional development. Additionally, it can inform the university’s
internal development of assessment practices and possibly broaden the understanding of
assessment and feedback, particularly regarding the potential mismatch between the
assessment and feedback policy and educators’ experiences and expectations.
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Introduction

Assessment, considered one of the most conservative features in higher education
(Bloxham, 2016), is a crucial yet challenging component of pedagogy that can potentially
undermine the development of students’ learning capacity (Black, 2015). For years,
assessment practices have been under pressure to change (Ferrell, 2012; Grion et al.,
2018), while feedback continues to be a significant source of student dissatisfaction in
their higher education experience (Deeley et al., 2019; Ferrell, 2012; Gray et al., 2022;
Henderson et al., 2019). This dissatisfaction persists because assessment practices have
been resistant to change, emphasising the need to understand stakeholders’ “change-
readiness” and identify effective means of engaging them in the change process within
their specific contexts (Ferrell, 2012, p. 21). In Scotland, achieving consistent professional
and public understanding of assessment issues remains challenging, highlighting the
complexity of the alignment of assessment with accountability in the multifaceted
landscape of Scottish education (Hayward, 2015; Hutchinson & Young, 2011; Muir, 2022).
Gaining such insights serves as a foundation for creating an assessment policy. The
primary goal of developing an assessment policy is to diagnose and monitor student
learning and improve the quality and quantity of learning (Brown, 2004). However, there
are limited studies on actual feedback practices (Li & De Luca, 2014), as studies on
assessment reform processes often focus on factors determining policy implementation
success or failure rather than considering a broader perspective (Florez Petour, 2015).

In the context of the recent Covid19 pandemic, educational institutions have been forced
to transition suddenly to online education, pushing even those resistant to change to
adopt online and remote technologies for teaching and learning. Before the pandemic,
the adoption of learning technologies in higher education (HE) had been slow over the
past two decades (Casanova & Huet, 2021). The study presented in this paper, conducted
in a pre-Covid19 era, aims to explore the ways in which educators understand and
conceptualise their experiences with the assessment and feedback policy and their
perceptions of assessment feedback. This policy required educators to provide feedback
using similarity checking and marking technology, such as Turnitin, within a two-week
turnaround time. It was introduced during changes in the UK Electronic Management of
Assessment (EMA) landscape (Ferrell, 2014), which encouraged higher education
institutions to rethink their assessment and feedback practices by utilising technology,
including virtual learning environments and tools like Turnitin, for assessment
submission, marking, and feedback (Mann, 2016).

This study was conducted in one UK-based higher education institution (not the author's
own) amid rising work pressures and educators’ frustrations with the blanket approach to
assessment and feedback policy implemented by their institution. The study seeks to
reveal how educators understand and conceptualise their experiences with the policy and
their views on assessment feedback from an interpretative viewpoint. The policy required
educators to provide feedback using Turnitin, with a turnaround of two weeks.

Background

Assessment and feedback have long been sources of students’ dissatisfaction (Williams &
Kane, 2009). Recent National Student Survey (NSS) results from 2021 and 2022, which
cover a period of education shifting primarily to online and blended learning due to the
Covid19 pandemic, indicate that assessment and feedback remain problematic. This issue
is exemplified by low scores in categories such as “Feedback on my work has been timely”
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and “I have received helpful comments on my work”. Factors affecting the effectiveness of
feedback include delays, inconsistency, lack of clarity, vagueness, and illegible
handwriting, which can lead to misunderstandings. International students may
particularly struggle with verbal feedback due to language barriers (McCarthy, 2017).
Although feedback, which is the “cornerstone of all learning” (Colbran et al., 2016, p. 6),
the ‘Achilles’ Heel’ in terms of quality (Knight, 2002, 107), is an essential element for
designing teaching (Cohen, 1985), improvements in policy and practice (Nicol, 2009; Nicol
& Macfarlane-Dick, 2004) have not enhanced student learning (Nicol et al., 2014).
Providing prompt, detailed, structured, relevant, and clear feedback can increase
educators’ workloads, leading to further disappointments for staff. To address this issue,
technology-enhanced assessment and feedback can be implemented to meet students’
expectations (Jensen et al., 2021, p. 173). Technology can support the assessment lifecycle,
offering benefits such as improved clarity, timeliness, privacy, and reusability of feedback
(Bikanga Ada, 2023; Ferrell, 2014; Jensen et al., 2021).

Despite efforts to promote technology-enhanced learning, some staff members still resist
change (Kehrwald & McCallum, 2015; Laurillard et al., 2009). The use of technology in
assessment, learning, and teaching is inconsistent (Henderson et al., 2017), and its
adoption varies across disciplines (Brady et al., 2019). This is unsurprising as academics’
mindset is set to either “smooth the progress or hold back educational innovations”
(Handal et al., 2013, p. 360). The policy discussed in this paper requires sustained use of
technology for summative assessment and changes educators’ assessment marking
practices and culture. Rienties (2014) found that the culture within an institution can be a
limiting factor in academics’ acceptance of technology. However, other factors, such as
the lack of digital skills and the lack of time for training, can also prevent the integration
of technologies into teaching (Margaryan et al., 2011).

Numerous studies have explored perspectives on assessment and feedback, but
educators’ experiences remain less thoroughly examined than students’, even though
they are at the forefront of learners’ education and play a critical role in enacting
teaching and learning policies. Gaining insight into educators’ experiences can enhance
teaching and learning experiences, promote the adoption of various practices, contribute
to more effective educational methods, and improve the quality of education. Li and De
Luca’s (2014) review of 37 empirical studies on assessment feedback revealed that the
main areas of research focused on undergraduate students’ diverse views on feedback
effectiveness and usefulness, lecturers’ varied feedback strategies across disciplines,
differing interpretations of assessment criteria, confusion regarding the dual roles of
assessment feedback, and discrepancies between teachers’ beliefs and practices.

Carless (2006) collected students’ and tutors’ perceptions of assessment, marking, and
feedback through a large-scale survey and semi-structured interviews. The key findings
revealed a disparity between tutors’ and students’ perceptions. While tutors perceived
themselves as providing more detailed and useful feedback, the students did not share
this view to the same extent. Maggs (2014) investigated the satisfaction of college
students and staff with assessment feedback in a case study using surveys and
discovered that staff held mixed feelings about the feedback policy. The study
recommended introducing electronic submission and marking, as electronic feedback
allows students to retain copies of their work and feedback for future reference. However,
staff expressed concerns about reading large amounts of text on computer screens. The
study also suggested that staff should receive training on feedback purposes, while
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students should be taught to appreciate feedback and learn how to use it to improve
future work. The necessity for staff feedback training has been emphasised in other
studies, such as Beaumont et al. (2011), where tutors reported insufficient training in
providing quality feedback, and Meyer et al. (2010), who observed that teaching staff
lacked knowledge about effective assessment strategies and received minimal formal
preparation for assessment responsibilities.

New policy introductions have often raised concerns. Ball et al. (2012) found that teachers
viewed policy as an obstacle. Black and Wiliam (2010, p. 88) noted that teachers are
unlikely to adopt “attractive” sounding ideas based on extensive research if they are
presented as general principles that leave the task of translating them into practice solely
to the teachers. Additionally, a policy’s ambiguity can contribute to its non-
implementation. Meyer et al. (2010) discovered that policy and procedure documents
provided limited guidance and seemed more reactive than visionary. Florez Petour’s
(2015) review highlights an abundance of literature that cites insufficient or low-level
knowledge about assessment as an obstacle to assessment policy implementation, which
policymakers often overlook. Meyer et al. (2010) conducted large-scale research on
assessment policies and identified the lack of adequate evidence of a higher-level vision
guiding procedures and requirements based on assessment purposes as a problem.

While numerous studies have explored educators’ experiences with assessment and
feedback policy, none have examined their perceptions of feedback from an
interpretative standpoint using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). IPA is
rooted in phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography. Phenomenology focuses on
exploring and understanding human experience, hermeneutics is the theory of
interpretation, and idiography is an in-depth analysis of single cases, examining
individual perspectives of study participants in their unique contexts (Pietkiewicz &
Smith, 2014). As a qualitative approach predominantly employed in qualitative
psychology, especially in the UK (Smith & Osborn, 2007), IPA can help develop a detailed
understanding of experiences and allow an in-depth account that quantitative methods
cannot readily access. In essence, IPA “seeks to comprehend how a specific lived situation
is experienced by a particular individual at a specific time, acknowledging that this
experience is inseparably intertwined with the person’s lifeworld” (Eatough & Shaw, 2019,
p.50).

Characterised by double hermeneutic, IPA involves the researcher attempting to make
sense of the participant trying to make sense of what is happening to them (Smith &
Osborn, 2007). IPA concentrates on individuals’ meaning-making processes and explores
the experience and significance of that experience while paying attention to the language
and emotions surrounding the experience for the participant (Clifford et al,, 2019). IPA’s
success in health psychology stems from its ability to enable healthcare professionals to
look beyond quantifiable aspects of their work, such as treatment outcomes, survival
rates, and clinical governance, and reach the heart of the patient’s lived experience
(Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008). In recent years, fields like sports & exercise, music, and
theatre have adopted IPA (Farr & Nizza, 2019); however, the number of IPA-related studies
in the educational domain remains limited (Smith, 2011). Having a deeper understanding
of educators’ experiences with the policy and their views on assessment feedback can
contribute to the development of more effective teaching and learning strategies,
encourage the adoption of innovative practices, and ultimately improve the quality of
education. The growing popularity of IPA in capturing participants’ lived experiences has
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led to its adaptation to accommodate various participant types. For instance, there is
evidence of IPA being utilized in focus groups, albeit not in its ‘pure’ form (Love et al.,
2020). IPA has also been combined with Thematic Analysis (TA) to analyse the same data.
In Spiers and Riley’s (2019) study, which examines barriers and facilitators to help-seeking
for distressed GPs, data collected from semi-structured interviews were suitable for both
IPA and TA.

Methodology

Research questions

This study highlights some of the possible ways in which educators experienced their life
in relation to assessment and feedback policy, as well as their perspectives on
assessment feedback from an interpretative thematic approach (ITA). The guiding
research questions are:

e How do academics experience the assessment and feedback policy in the
university?

e How do educators perceive assessment feedback?

e What do educators perceive as facilitating conditions to improve assessment and
feedback implementation policy?

Participants

In this study, the interpretative thematic analysis (ITA) approach, modelled after the IPA
guidelines by Smith & Osborn (2007), was employed, as in Furtwéangler and de Visser
(2017). A homogeneous sample was chosen through purposive sampling to ensure
participants were educators from a UK-based higher education institution involved in
providing assessment feedback. The initial purposive sample consisted of 25 educators
with teaching experience ranging from one to 39 years. Staff who volunteered for
interviews after completing the self-reported questionnaire on feedback issues (Bikanga
Ada et al., 2017) were between the ages of 30-39 and 60-69. No staff under 30 or those in
their 40s and 50s volunteered. Out of these, 18 educators were interviewed, while seven
participants cancelled their interviews due to time constraints. A detailed description of
each participant’s unique context is not provided here, as many participants requested
that their individual characteristics (age, teaching experience, and other responsibilities
besides teaching) be excluded from the publication to avoid being identified.

Data collection and analysis

The university’s School of Computing ethics committee granted ethical approval for this
study. Semi-structured interviews were employed for qualitative data collection.
Interviews, a common method in qualitative research, facilitate the gathering of rich, in-
depth information from participants, allowing researchers to gain a clear understanding
of the issues (Turner, 2010). An interview schedule was designed to guide the interview
while remaining flexible enough to pursue interesting leads that emerged during the
conversation. Open-ended questions were utilised, and interviews were audio-recorded.
The interview schedule focused on themes related to the university’s assessment and
feedback policy and participants’ perceptions of assessment feedback. Participants’
confidentiality was ensured by replacing their names with unique alphabetical identifiers.
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This study employed an interpretative thematic approach (ITA) that adheres to IPA
guidelines. TA was employed to explore all participants’ experiences, particularly barriers
and facilitators to help-seeking, yielding practical findings. According to Spiers & Riley
(2019, p. 279), IPA was used to “focus on existential, idiographic elements by unpicking
individuals’ meaning-making about their experiences (Smith et al., 2009)”, and highlighted
the internalised identity conflict experienced by some participants regarding assuming
the general practitioners’ role (Spiers & Riley, 2019). The authors recommend this method
of combining pragmatic and existential lenses, which also represents a form of
‘qualitative pluralism’ (Frost et al., 2011), particularly when working with large datasets.
Furtwangler and de Visser (2017) employed an ITA to investigate university students’
beliefs about unit-based guidelines, following IPA procedures by concentrating on the
experience.

Familiarisation with the data was achieved by listening to participants during interviews,
listening to recordings during transcription, and reading transcripts to make ‘sense’ of
participants’ information. This 'sense-making' process was not just about capturing literal
meanings, but also about comprehending the underlying, subjective, and personal
experiences of the participants. Verbatim transcripts were then analysed using ITA,
following IPA guidelines (Smith & Osborn, 2007). Smith and Osborn’s (2007) approach to
IPA analysis includes looking for themes in the first case, connecting the themes,
continuing the analysis with other cases, and finally patterning experiential themes
across cases. The coding approach was primarily inductive, with codes connected to
participants’ experiential statements (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

This study also focuses on the researcher’s own interpretation of what the data ‘means’
instead of what it ‘is’ through idiographic divergent themes, which depict the subjective
lived experience of participants and themes that echo collective experience across
participants in order to generate a more in-depth and broader understanding of the data.
Superordinate themes were identified based on their prevalence within transcripts and
individual accounts offering unique or in-depth perspectives. While each superordinate
theme is presented individually, it is important to note that they occurred within the
context of the wider account. Only this wider account can capture the true complexity of
the data and interconnections between each theme as a result of the convergences and
divergences between participants’ accounts. Each superordinate or overarching theme
had related subthemes.

Campbell and Morrison (2007) recommend cross-checking emerging themes with the text
to ascertain that the analysis has a firm base in the accounts. They also suggest seeking
participant feedback on the findings and refining theme descriptions accordingly. This
approach was adopted here, with all participants being sent the findings to validate and
verify interpretations.

Results

Three themes were developed from the interpretative thematic analysis of the interview
transcripts, as shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Superordinate themes and emergent themes

Superordinate themes Sub-themes

Assessment and feedback policy as a An increasing workload and its

personal and professional challenge psychological and emotional
consequences

Accountability to policy knowledge and
implementation

Mixed perceptions on the effectiveness of | The use of feedback and feedforward
feedback (we give the feedback, but the

student doesn’t recognise it) The effectiveness of feedback is

questioned

The effect of students’ engagement with
feedback on educators

Facilitating conditions for a successful Cultural changes and structural changes
implementation of assessment and

feedback policy Personal and professional development

Assessment and feedback policy as a personal and professional

challenge

This strong theme highlights how educators tried to make sense of the assessment and
feedback policy within the university and how they conceptualised their experiences. This
is captured in the related sub-themes of ‘an increasing workload and its psychological
and emotional consequences’ and ‘accountability to policy knowledge and
implementation.’

An increasing workload and its psychological and emotional consequences
The subtheme of an increasing workload and its psychological and emotional effects was
extracted from all participants’ transcripts. A deep frustration with the heavy workload
and expectations placed upon educators arises from an inner conflict. They desperately
struggled to negotiate between their own pedagogic meanings and the regulations
imposed by their institution. Indeed, workload and time problems, also identified as a
source of concern in the literature (Meyer et al., 2010), appear to dominate the overall
interviews. The policy requires educators to provide feedback using Turnitin, with a
turnaround of two weeks. Many educators find using technology time-consuming, and the
turnaround time makes it worst. For example, Staff B describes the time and workload
limitations as obstacles to effective feedback provision. At the same time, Staff | felt that
providing feedback electronically/digitally not only increases the workload in terms of
the “actual feedback process itself” but also affects the quality of the feedback. It is a “lot
to ask of staff” (Staff Q) when they already carefully ration the allocation of their time and
make prioritisation judgements. Indeed, workload allocations are the ‘silent barrier’ to
technology-enhanced learning in higher education (Gregory & Lodge, 2015, p. 210).

Most participants subscribed to the view that the assessment and feedback policy is
letting the students down. Educators' time constraints and heavy workloads may
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inadvertently suggest to students that less time and support should be devoted to
assessment and feedback, potentially diminishing their perceived importance,
consequently reducing their own investment in such tasks, as students often follow cues
from educators about what is important in their educational experience. This reflects an
aspect of the hidden curriculum, where the unstated values and priorities of the
educational institution and educators are implicitly conveyed to students through their
actions and decisions (Birtill et al., 2022). Student learning is affected because teaching,
marking, and feedback quality suffer due to time and workload issues, issues made worse
in classes with bigger sizes (Staff B). The teaching quality suffers (Staff R), as “the one
area that has always been easy to be cut back is in the teaching[...] So, the teaching
preparation time gets cut back. That always suffers. And if your preparation time suffers,
then the final product isn’t as good as it could be” (Staff P). Students “suffer” a good deal
as a consequence of their lecturer’s own suffering dues to heavy workload (Staff G).
Nonetheless, while it is “sad” to see teaching being affected, as educators feel
unrewarded, they prioritise activities that get them noticed, such as doing research (Staff
P) and thus spending less time with students or teaching activities, leaving them no
choice but to focus on their interests rather than the students.

According to the interviews, time and workload challenges often lead to psychological
and emotional issues for educators, resulting from an internal struggle to navigate
broader academic trajectories and achieve their desired personal and professional goals.
The language used by participants highlights the wide range of emotions and feelings
experienced in relation to the assessment and feedback policy, such as unfairness,
disrespect, isolation, unhappiness, and stress. The pressure educators face due to time
and workload constraints evokes a sense of unfairness, as individual circumstances,
including different schools, student age groups, class sizes, and subject types, are not
taken into account. When teaching staff have opportunities to attend open forums and
discuss these issues, they often find that these events coincide with their teaching
schedules. As a result, they feel unable to sacrifice their teaching time to have their
voices heard, further contributing to their sense of isolation and disconnection from the
policy. This inability to participate in policy decision-making discussions exacerbates
feelings of isolation and loneliness. Although some educators express unhappiness about
not being able to contribute to the policy consultation, there is a prevailing sentiment
that their views would not be considered even if they attended. Educators often feel
excluded from the discussion and disrespected, leading them to question the value of the

policy.

As a consequence, they ignore the policy consultation, “[...] There’s a view that - you know
- that we're asked for our opinions, but then people who make the decision would do
what they want anyway. So, a lot of the people just don’t bother to respond.” (Staff A).
According to Staff H, this shows the lack of respect from decision-makers for the teaching
staff: “Personally, | think a wee bit more respect should be given to the staff.” (Staff H).
This lack of ‘respect’ and consideration also makes them feel undervalued since they are
not being listened to, which can affect their conception about making the policy. The
feeling of isolation also appears within the role and responsibility for the policy decision-
making process. For example, Staff N thinks that the policy is the seniors’ responsibility
and does not usually involve those who are supposed to apply it. Furthermore, staff
report being under a lot of pressure and stress to use technology for marking and
feedback within a short period of time (two weeks) because they have other tasks such as
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administration or duties as personal tutors: “I think the situation | keep running into is
the pressure from my school for me to do other things. | am under pressure to do other
things all the time.” (Staff E).

Staff | and B’s comments can summarise the sub-theme of increasing workload and its
psychological and emotional consequences. Staff I's comments encapsulate the degree of
staff unhappiness. The use of language suggests that Staff I's narrative conveys the
deeply internal perceived emotion that revolves around Staff | and his peers.

[...] We are not happy about the feedback electronically because of the
amount of time and from the point of view of a practical assessment. We
are not happy with the consequences of that because it can only go two
ways, that the student gets less feedback, or we don’t do it. The
feedback that we do give our students is a commented part of the
quality of our course by externals, so not too happy about the
changeover to do it all electronically. (Staff I)

During the interview, Staff B let her resentment, frustration, and anger known. As she
expressed herself, she kept banging the table with her fists. As | listened to her, she
became quite agitated and raised her voice as she explained:

[...] I have something like approaching 300 plus scripts. So, how can |
provide feedback in two weeks, comprehensive feedback, detailed
feedback, constructive feedback in a class like this? And of course, if
you, if you compare me with a, with one of the others or any colleague
who's got, a kind of, 20 students plus and providing very constructive
feedback, providing continuous feedback, formative assessment, all of
these kinds of things, it is not fair [...] I am not in the same boat! That's
all! (Staff B)

Accountability to policy knowledge and implementation

Another significant aspect identified from the interviews is the incomplete knowledge of
the assessment and feedback policy and its implementation. Some participants (Staff A,
H, 1, and P) had only partial knowledge of the policy, which explained their limited
implementation. There was also a feeling of being misled or not receiving adequate
information about their involvement in policy development, which can impact policy
adoption and implementation. Staff Q, for example, mentioned receiving an email
requesting opinions on various aspects of feedback and technologies without realising
that their responses would contribute to the policy. Their feedback might have been
different if they had known it was part of the consultation process. Additionally, their
presence was only required once the policy had already been established rather than
during the initial design phase.

Policy consultation meetings to discuss the policy often occurred at inconvenient times,
leading to low attendance and limited engagement with the policy. Interviews indicate
that flexibility, communication, and collaboration are crucial for fostering active
involvement in the assessment and feedback policy process. This aligns with a study by
Harvey and Kosman (2013), which found that meeting academics at their preferred time
and location increased their participation and interest in the assessment review policy
process more effectively than sending them an email survey.
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In line with the literature (i.e., Ball et al., 2012; Meyer et al., 2010), this study reveals that
most educators perceive the ambiguous policy, lacking strict regulations, as an obstacle
that affects implementation. For instance, the policy’s vagueness led to difficulties in
interpretation, as its practical application varied across schools, modules, and individual
educators (Staff C, K, L, M, N).

The assessment and feedback policy emphasises using technologies, such as Turnitin, for
digital submission of essays and electronic feedback. Educators demonstrated resistance
to this due to perceived time and workload issues. For example, Staff I's frustration and
resistance towards implementing the policy were evident during the interview as they
banged their fists on the table. Referring to themselves and other educators, Staff |
stated: “We probably are resisting; we are not happy about the feedback electronically
because of the amount of time” (Staff ). The literature also discusses educators’
resistance to introducing technology in education (Kehrwald & McCallum, 2015; Laurillard
et al., 2009).

While Staff H attributes their resistance to their age and reluctance to change their
“dinosaur approach to feedback,” resistance also stemmed from health concerns. Staff L
expressed, “It is quite sore on your eyes, actually, just staring at the screen and working
your way through the electronic submissions” (Staff L). Staff R’s experience echoed this
sentiment: “I personally find it quite tiring on my eyes. Just for all this marking, for all the
time | spend on my wee laptop screen, my eyes are quite sore” (Staff R). Similar concerns
about reading large amounts of text on a computer screen have been mentioned in the
literature (Maggs, 2014).

Some staff members (F, G, J, K, L, R) acknowledged that the policy has positively
influenced their teaching by increasing their awareness of related aspects. However, most
academics stated that the policy did not impact their teaching because they either
believed they already possessed good feedback values, or the policy was ineffective. It
does not address the most critical issues, such as “the quality of feedback, the
consistency of feedback, the engagement with students about the understanding of
feedback” (Staff M). In alignment with Harvey and Kosman's (2013) findings, participants’
views in this study suggest that universities should encourage academics to engage in
open and critical dialogues regarding their policy and provide sufficient evidence of best
practices to clarify any misinterpretations or lack of understanding of the assessment and
feedback policy.

The conflict between assessment and feedback policy and practice highlights the tensions
present in many higher education institutions. For example, the contradictory nature of
policy and practice for assessing learning outcomes is indicated in Meyer et al. (2010, p.
343), where course requirements do not consistently follow the moderation procedures.

Mixed perceptions on the effectiveness of feedback (we give the

feedback, but the student doesn’t recognise it)

This superordinate theme is concerned with participants’ perceptions of the effectiveness
of assessment feedback and its impact on educators. Related sub-themes are ‘the use of
feedback and feedforward’, ‘the effectiveness of feedback is questioned,” and ‘the effect
of student engagement with feedback on educators’.
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The use of feedback and feedforward

Regardless of whether they implement the policy, many educators recognise the crucial
role feedback and feedforward play in student learning. Feedback is designed to enhance
teaching and student learning (Staff A, Q). It is especially valuable for struggling students,
as it helps prevent them from dropping out of the course (Staff L). Feedback is also about
engaging with students and encouraging learning. However, interviews with staff reveal
that not all students receive equal feedback. For example, Staff P emphasises providing
more feedforward opportunities to final-year students, while Staff Q focuses more on
developing first-year students.

Feedback also varies in quality and quantity, as Staff ) believes in striking a balance
between the two - not being overly “descriptive” or “prescriptive.” Instead, feedback
should encourage students to reflect and foster deep learning. Staff C sees the entire
feedback process as a cycle in which comments are continuously provided to support the
next stage until success is achieved. This aligns closely with the principles of assessment
for learning, where feedback is seen as a constructive tool to guide student progress,
foster understanding, and drive learning forward (Carless, 2017; Wiliam, 2011).

Another approach to feedback is to avoid pointing out students’ mistakes directly. For
instance, Staff M is concerned about offending students if their work is not understood by
the educator. To avoid potential issues, Staff M refrains from highlighting what the
students did wrong and instead focuses on guiding them toward the right approach or
directing them to resources for further assistance when faced with more significant
challenges.

The effectiveness of feedback is questioned

According to interviews of staff experiences, the general perception is that despite
educators’ efforts, most students do not engage with feedback, raising questions about
its effectiveness (Carless & Boud, 2018). Many frustrations emerged during the interviews
regarding students’ engagement with their feedback. Both passing and failing students
tend to focus on grades or marks rather than reading or utilising feedback. Failing
students typically only seek feedback when attempting to improve their grades or
complain about perceived unfairness (Staff J, M). Students’ relationships with their
teachers also influence their engagement with feedback. If students do not value a staff
member, they may not value the feedback received from that person, leading to a lack of
trust in the feedback’s credibility (Staff D, E; Vattgy et al., 2021). Large classes further
hinder students’ experiences with feedback, as educators cannot ensure that every
student learns from it (Staff Q). Difficulties in understanding written feedback also affect
student engagement.

On the other hand, factors such as higher achievement, age (mature students), and level
of study (postgraduate students) tend to foster student engagement with assessment
feedback (Staff A, B, H, J, K, I, L, P, S). For instance, mature students, who have often
already chosen their career paths, are more likely to collect and use feedback than
younger students (Staff B). This observation aligns with findings from Hamilton &
O'Dwyer's (2018) study, which highlights a greater engagement with their feedback. Also,
staff members believe that there is a general assumption that all students fully
understand feedback when in reality, many students do not. This misconception is
concerning, as educators feel their hard work may be in vain, as they “[...] give the
feedback, but the student doesn’t recognise it” (Staff G). This idea of significant effort in
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producing feedback without the desired impact has been highlighted in the literature, as
noted by Price et al. (2010). However, as found in this study, the lack of student knowledge
about feedback is linked to the absence of formal university training or classes on
understanding and utilising feedback.

| don’t know that the university centrally does anything about this in
terms of teaching students how to use feedback, or even what feedback
is because, sometimes, | suspect that students don't actually know what
is meant by feedback. (Staff C)

Interviews revealed that Staff E and F were unfamiliar with the concept of feedforward,
which is feedback focussed on “improvement from one task to the next, almost
exclusively within the ‘future horizon’ of the module/study unit’ or ‘on improving the
amount, nature or quality of the information delivered to learners” (Sadler et al., 2023, p.
305). This lack of knowledge could affect their approach to feedback and influence
students’ perceptions of the comments they receive. Similar observations have been
made in the literature regarding educators’ limited knowledge of feedback. For instance,
Meyer et al. (2010) noted that teaching staff “lacked knowledge about sound assessment
strategies” and had “little formal preparation for assessment responsibilities (pp. 345,
347)." In fact, the absence or low level of knowledge about assessment is one of the
barriers to assessment policy implementation that policymakers often overlook (Florez
Petour, 2015, p. 4).

The effect of students’ engagement with feedback on educators

For educators, student engagement with feedback is highly challenging yet ultimately
rewarding. Staff B’s story highlights the emotional response educators experience when
students engage with their feedback. She expressed her happiness, achievement,
purpose, and fulfilment upon realising that at least one student had read and utilised the
assignment feedback comments:

[...] but at least someone has done so. So, they have read it
straightforward after | put it on the [virtual learning environment], and
they put it into their mind or just print it out and just to keep - you know
- learning from it. So, [...] | was so happy, to be honest with you, to see
some students kind of planning ahead and keeping - you know - some
kind of document just to improve their learning curve. (Staff B)

However, this theme also captures the intense frustrations experienced by educators
when most students do not collect, read, or use their feedback. This lack of engagement
has adverse effects on educators and negatively impacts the student learning experience.
Educators’ emotions are in turmoil as they feel various negative emotions, such as
dissatisfaction, disillusionment, discouragement, frustration, unhappiness, and
annoyance. They also feel that they are wasting their time (e.g., Staff A, B, D, G). Staff D
even feels guilty, as there is not enough time to engage in a dialogue with every single
student and provide appropriate feedback, not “enough time to build that culture in
enough” (Staff D).

So - you know- that doesn’t encourage me to give any feedback because
it just gets ignored [...] So, why should | waste my time writing detailed
comments when they are just going to get either not picked up or
ignored? (Staff A)
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Moreover, Staff D feels that her image as a good teacher would be tarnished if she asked
students to “go the extra mile” to engage more with their feedback, as opposed to an
educator who barely provides any feedback at all. These comments also suggest that
students consider ‘bad’ teachers as those who constantly ask them to make an extra
effort and work hard. These two excerpts summarise the demoralising impact of students’
lack of engagement with their feedback on educators.

[...] but one of the problems is that if you're the person who is asking
them to go this extra mile every time, you end up being the one that’s
exposed as opposed to other people that have said or haven’t even
marked it - you know-, ‘don’t worry about the feedback just get the
mark’ type of thing. (Staff D)

Facilitating conditions for a successful assessment and feedback

policy implementation

This overarching theme addresses the facilitating conditions that educators, who have
encountered numerous challenges with assessment and feedback, perceive as essential
for improving assessment and feedback practices and policy implementation. The related
sub-themes include ‘cultural and structural changes’ and ‘personal and professional
development’.

Cultural and structural changes

Formal feedback and assessment guidance or training to change feedback culture
Although feedback is a crucial issue affecting students and lecturers, little has been done
to develop comprehensive strategies to enhance the recognition of the significance of
feedback and promote its value in the learning process. Only a few educators stated that
feedback was part of their students’ training or skills development, with guidance or
training primarily focusing on first-year students or those with direct entry from college
(Staff P & Q). The general perception among the participants of this study is that cultural
and structural changes are necessary through education around feedback, as most
students have not received any formal guidance or training (Staff A, B, C, D, F, G, J, K, L M,
N R). This training is essential, as students have different ideas about feedback. Indeed,
students need to appreciate the value of feedback and move “away from the mentality
that the only thing that matters is the marks they get” (Staff A). Staff D suggests that more
frequent exams could help develop this culture, allowing educators to build upon it to
prepare students. Changing feedback culture could also involve providing students with
coping mechanisms, as students’ coping issues can be concerning. For example, Staff F
believes students can be emotionally affected by their feedback, significantly impacting
their motivation. He has had multiple instances where students were in his “room in tears
asking how they cope with it”. Similar emotional responses to feedback have been
identified in the literature (Hill et al., 2021; Holmes, 2023; Ryan & Henderson, 2018).
Constantly reinforcing the usefulness of feedback could help avoid the credibility gap,
and “keep reinforcing” (Staff R) it will positively impact students’ university experience.

Changing the entire culture of students’ experience also means encouraging students to
take more responsibility for their choices and decisions. Students have significant
responsibility for their own experience, and not much can be done if they are unwilling to
assume this responsibility (Staff H). On the other hand, educators need to foster
productive interaction and proactively engage with students. Indeed, they have a greater
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responsibility to help overcome some of the issues related to student engagement with
assessment feedback (Nash & Winstone, 2017). Educators should find ways to motivate
students (Staff A), as motivated students are more willing to communicate with their
teacher. Promoting understanding of the topics should be the primary focus, in addition
to providing constructive, positive feedback.

However, feedback education should not only be provided to students but also to
educators, including those with years of experience who may still need help. This
observation is not surprising. In Beaumont et al. (2011), tutors reported their lack of
training in providing quality feedback, even though some had completed accredited
courses. The literature also reflects similar observations concerning feedback education.
According to Rae and Cochrane (2008), the responsibility for making feedback effective
lies with students and lecturers, which explains why both parties are affected emotionally
or academically when the other party fails to act. Therefore, educators need to ensure
feedback literacy (Carless & Boud, 2018), shifting “the culture of feedback to emphasise
and support students’ use of it” and fostering a culture of “shared responsibility around
feedback” with feedback interventions used across students’ programs to build such a
culture (Pitt & Quinlan, 2022, p. 77).

Educators should be encouraged to use different methods of providing feedback, as the
lack of variation could discriminate against students if it does not attempt to adapt to the
diverse learning needs of the new generation. Although there is still much to learn about
technology’s effective educational contributions (Kirkwood & Price, 2014), new forms of
communication that increase accessibility must be implemented, as technology plays a
crucial role in fostering student engagement and dialogue (Bikanga Ada & Stansfield,
2017; Serrano et al., 2019). Staff C summarises the need for feedback education:

| think it would be an improvement if students were actually taught
formally about what feedback is, what purpose it serves, and how it fits
into the learning circle and how it should be an integral part of their
learning, as much as it's an integral part of my teaching. [...] | think some
education is required for students - and also some lecturers, | have to
say - about what feedback is and is not and what it’s for. And | think
that's the main single way that | can think of improving the effectiveness
of feedback. (Staff C)

In summary, the perspectives of interview participants indicate that these cultural
changes should not only occur at the individual level, where stakeholders examine their
own emotional and professional experiences through reflection, but also at the
institutional level to eliminate contradictions and misconceptions. This is crucial because
“the cultures of institutions and the patterns of social interaction within them exert a
formative effect on the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of learning” (Daniels, 2012, p. 2).

Policy amendment

Educators’ comments emphasise the need for a constructive framework in which the
university’s assessment and feedback policy can be reviewed. There is a demand for a
more realistic policy regarding time and workload allocation that fosters flexibility while
maintaining a consistent approach to feedback. Educators appreciate the flexibility and
self-tailored teaching experiences. They dislike the blanket approach to their institution’s
policy, which highlights the challenge of merging practice and reality, as educators find it
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difficult to translate the assessment and feedback policy into practice. As Black and
Wiliam (2010, p. 88) observed:

Teachers will not take up ideas that sound attractive, no matter how
extensive the research base, if the ideas are presented as general
principles that leave the task of translating them into everyday practice
entirely up to the teachers.

According to the interviews, assessment strategies should be re-examined (Staff C, D, J, L,
N). This study suggests that all stakeholders—policymakers and ‘grassroots’ workers—
need to collaborate, necessitating significant changes. For instance, establishing a staff
committee forum that includes those at the front-end implementing the assessment and
feedback policy, teaching staff, and students from the early stages of policy development
is crucial. This approach would foster a better understanding of feedback issues and
expectations and could help provide more consistency in policy implementation. Indeed,
the apparent disassociation between policymakers and ‘grassroots’ workers in this study
aligns with Hayward’s (2015) observation that “researchers, policymakers, and
practitioners working together is a phrase that slips easily off the tongue. Yet the worlds
inhabited by these groups are very different” (p. 39).

This study concurs with Selwyn and Facer (2014) that engaging all stakeholders in actively
constructing educational practices while considering broader socio-technical changes is
essential. This ensures that they understand how the assessment and feedback policy
guides procedures and requirements and possess sufficient “evidence of higher-level
vision about how the purposes of assessment guide procedures and requirements”
(Meyer et al., 2010, p. 342). Connecting with ‘grassroots' stakeholders can help reduce the
tangible tensions and resentment many educators feel towards decision-makers. This
could subsequently help avoid inconsistencies in feedback practice, as identified in the
literature (Beaumont et al., 2011).

Reaching out also means bridging the gap between all stakeholders to construct a viable
policy that requires adopting both a “bottom-up and top-down approach” (Harvey &
Kosman, 2013, p. 95). These approaches differ; for example, some top-down methods
impose "recipes" upon the low-level stakeholders, which can lead to educators being
"less inclined to cooperate" (Black, 2015, p. 163). In this study, some participants
experienced this reluctance to cooperate, as they felt their opinions were not valued.

Personal and professional development

There is a prevailing sentiment of being deprived of a fulfilling teaching experience, with
academic and professional freedom being compromised. These frustrations are perceived
in terms of personal, systematic, and societal factors that impact numerous educators.

Systematic factors: Rethinking the academic role

Systematic factors are related to the inflexibility of the university. Educators feel that the
policy can constrain their broader academic trajectories by limiting their professional,
societal, and personal growth. The policy forces most participants to modify their daily
academic lives, leading them to question their assumptions about how their academic
world functions (Gunn & Larkin, 2020). They are deprived of a satisfying teaching
experience, and academic and professional freedom is compromised. As front-line
workers—teaching students—they are so burdened with work that they lack time to
perform other roles. The assessment and feedback policy, which mandates the use of
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technology (Turnitin) for feedback with a two-week turnaround, adds to their workload.
This creates tensions between educators' engagement and dedication to enhancing
student learning and the pressure of policy demands as they focus on the forced choices
they need to make to advance professionally.

There is a need to reconsider the multifaceted roles of educators, as they cannot fulfil all
the roles and functions without negatively affecting teaching and student learning. This
includes roles that contribute to recognition, reputation, and promotion (Staff )). They
cannot manage everything (Staff B), as they lack sufficient time (Staff P) to simultaneously
be "great researchers, great teachers, academics, and PAs and administrators" (Staff }),
concurring with Henderson et al. (2019) that little has improved in the last two decades.
Time continues to be a scarce and influential factor in the educator’s workload. This leads
to personal frustrations, which impact not only their professional development, but also
their interactions with students, including a reluctance to put forth effort in teaching. The
lack of professional growth undermines their personal development, even affecting their
private/home life (Staff Q). Staff J's comments convey a sense of inner turmoil stemming
from being an unacknowledged "grassroots" worker and having to choose between
enhancing student learning and advancing professionally.

[...] it's about being more realistic and not just talking about investing in
teaching-learning and assessment as a tick box, but truly investing in it
by acknowledging staff who may not be at the forefront of research, but
who are at the grassroots working with students. (Staff ))

Technology-enhanced feedback acceptance issues and conditioning of success

Although technology integration into higher education has gained momentum in the last
ten years, academics' mindsets can either facilitate or hinder educational innovations
(Handal et al., 2013, p. 360). In this study, despite the pressure, some staff members
viewed technology integration positively. One reason is that it can make it easier for
students to read their written feedback. According to Staff I, students often struggle to
read handwritten comments, which can impact their understanding of the feedback they
receive.

However, various reasons cause educators to be hesitant about technology-enhanced
feedback, including a lack of confidence, digital skills, health concerns (difficulty reading
script on screen), generational issues, and insufficient resources (poor-performing
technology used at home). Therefore, changing many educators' perceptions is crucial to
increase broader acceptance of technology use. These changes can take time, as they
involve educators' introspective examination of their roles as teachers. They attempt to
determine how to implement these changes while connecting with their students and
considering their own behaviour in the classroom, incorporating their beliefs and
experiences without sacrificing professional autonomy and academic freedom (Black,
2015, p. 171).

One significant obstacle to technology-enhanced feedback is the lack of digital skills and
the limited time available for training. Studies have study identified these issues as key
factors preventing or limiting the integration of technologies into teaching, including the
institution’s culture (Alvarez et al., 2009; Cubeles & Riu, 2018; Margaryan et al., 2011;
Rienties, 2014). Indeed, according to interviews, there is a need to shift the mindset of
teaching staff, eliminate their biases, and convince them that technology can support
them (Staff Q). The university's strategy should include evidence that technology
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enhances student learning, particularly student experience and engagement with
feedback. Consistency is essential so people are not pulled "in as many different
directions" (Staff )). Staff D cautions that using technology should not replace various
styles of feedback and engagement with students, which are vital. This sentiment is
echoed by Staff J, who explains that technology should not be used solely as a substitute
for hard copies; otherwise, it becomes pointless.

| think you have to then look at the personnel providing the feedback.
How can we persuade certain people to change their ways and to adopt
or adapt new technologies that make it easier for them, rather than
actually just thinking that technology is a barrier or thinking that it's a
source of support for them. (Staff Q)

In summary, many staff members require evidence that the use of technology improves
feedback quality, is time-efficient, visibly reduces workload, and enhances the
effectiveness of marking and feedback. They also need assurance that students
appreciate the technology and that Turnitin is not merely a replacement for hard copies.
However, some educators believe that their feedback methods should remain unchanged.
They are committed to their traditional approaches and feel that new strategies could
disrupt their working methods. For instance, Staff G argues that using criteria is the best
way to mark and provide feedback to students, while Staff H believes that verbal
feedback, requiring students to predict a grade and mark before meeting their teacher
one-on-one, is most effective.

Conclusion

This study investigated educators' experiences with a UK university's assessment and
feedback policy, which stipulated the use of technology (Turnitin) with a two-week
turnaround for providing feedback. The research aimed to understand educators'
perspectives on assessment feedback. Participants’ individual accounts were brought
together to become part of the overall interpretation. The conclusions drawn resulted
from educators’ sense-making thoughts and the researcher trying to make sense of their
accounts during the analysis. The study identified three themes: a) assessment and
feedback policy as a personal and professional challenge, b) mixed perceptions on the
effectiveness of feedback, and c) facilitating conditions for successful implementation of
assessment and feedback policy. These themes revealed the complex ways educators
experience the policy and their beliefs on feedback effectiveness. The findings showed
that educators are affected both professionally and personally, which can, in turn, impact
student learning.

Although not generalisable, the findings may contribute to developing assessment
practices within the university and promote a broader understanding of assessment and
feedback policies, particularly regarding potential mismatches between policy and
educators' expectations. Additionally, the study could help educators, researchers, and
policymakers appreciate the significance of assessment and feedback policies, enabling
more effective implementation. A consistent and flexible policy that transcends
disciplines and stakeholders is needed, one that goes beyond "tinkering at the edges of
practice" (Medland, 2016, p. 85) and promotes transparency and accessibility (Rae &
Cochrane, 2008).
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This research contributes a psychological angle to the limited qualitative literature on
educators' experiences with assessment and feedback policies and their effectiveness. By
using Interpretative Thematic Analysis (ITA), the current study provides rich,
contextualised accounts of staff experiences (Furtwangler & de Visser, 2017), potentially
informing institutional support for assessment and feedback. ITA is relatively new and
combines interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) and thematic analysis (TA). Its
results may not look familiar to what could be usually observed when using those two
approaches to qualitative data analysis separately. Researchers could conduct similar
studies using the same data with those two data analysis approaches separately (Spiers &
Riley, 2019) and include additional institutions.

Considering the implications of institutional changes on educators' professional and
personal development is crucial, as their focus might shift away from providing quality
teaching. After all, as attested by some of the comments in this study, it is research that
gets teaching staff “noticed”. This sentiment is echoed in the literature, as McLean et al.
(2008) argue that academic staff will prioritise their own benefit if senior faculty
administrators pay only lip service to faculty development. The variety of issues
highlighted in this study, including the undervaluing of teaching, feelings of isolation, and
numerous professional and personal challenges, highlight some aspects of the
motivational-psychological, interpersonal-social, and institutional-organisational
domains of the ‘hidden curriculum’ for faculty (Hafler et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2023). These
challenges stress the psychological and emotional impacts on educators, who, in
response, may alter their self-perception and role within their institution. In essence,
these aspects of the hidden curriculum reveal how educators navigate and respond to
their environment, attempting to maintain their professional stature amidst a multitude
of institutional obstacles.

This study was conducted before the Covid19 pandemic, which compelled institutions to
adopt online or blended learning, thus embracing innovative technologies not universally
embraced before the pandemic. However, a significant challenge in online education is
that learners often receive low-quality, inappropriate, or insufficient information (Jensen
et al., 2021), despite digital assessment and feedback gaining increased interest due to
Covid19 (Casanova et al., 2021). The pandemic may have facilitated unlearning and
adoption of new attitudes towards technology-enhanced learning, even among those
classified as ‘laggards’ (Rogers, 2003) who resist change. However, decades after Sarason
(1990) highlighted the need for support in making educational changes, institutions still
struggle to realise and sustain this support. The question remains: if this study were
conducted today, would academics' feelings align with those described in the paper?
While the global Covid19 pandemic has altered the acceptance of technology-enhanced
learning, it remains uncertain whether these changes will persist indefinitely.
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