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comments that students intend to use in improving their
work
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School of Psychology, Swansea University, Swansea, UK

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Although teachers spend a lot of time striving to provide high-quality Feedback; intention to
feedback, students do not always act upon it and may rate it as unhelp- use; assessment

ful. The current study attempted to determine the characteristics of feed-
back that influence students’ intentions to use teachers’ comments in
their future work. Participants rated real feedback comments for clarity,
tone and encouragement as well as their intention to use those com-
ments if they had received them on their own work in three studies.
Multiple regression analyses demonstrated that intention to use ratings
were higher for comments which were ‘nice’ (supportive, encouraging,
motivating, positive in tone) and ‘usable’ (clear, constructive, helpful). We
argue that these data provide clear guidance for instructors as to how to
approach the provision of written feedback on student work.

Feedback is an integral part of the learning process for students (Hyland 2013). Providing feed-
back on student work is time-consuming for teaching staff (Gibbs and Simpson 2004) and a lot
of effort is expended in trying to provide high-quality feedback (e.g. Pitt and Norton 2017; Brooks
et al. 2021). In spite of this, students in the UK rate feedback as one of the aspects of their uni-
versity experience with which they are the least satisfied on the National Student Survey (Bell and
Brooks 2017). It should be noted that the fact that students are the least satisfied with this aspect
of their course does not indicate that the majority of students are dissatisfied just that satisfaction
scores are lower than for other areas. Similar patterns are also seen in the Course Experience
Questionnaire used to gauge student satisfaction in Australia (Quality Indicators for Learning and
Teaching 2023). Research has also shown that students often do not act upon the feedback that
they are given because they do not consider it to be useful (McGrath, Taylor, and Pychyl 2011).
As a consequence, a key goal of research in recent years has been to examine what affects the
likelihood that feedback comments are perceived positively by the students that receive them.
The current paper outlines three studies which have attempted to determine the characteristics
of comments that students believe that they would use to further develop their work.

The existing literature considers a variety of factors that may contribute to feedback being
useful. There are already several excellent reviews and meta-analyses related to feedback prac-
tices (e.g. Wiliam 2018; Wisniewski, Zierer, and Hattie 2019; Van der Kleij and Lipnevich 2021;
Winstone and Nash 2023). Despite this, there is still no clear consensus as to the characteristics
of effective feedback - the effect sizes revealed by the meta-analyses are widely variable from
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paper to paper (Wiliam 2018). Part of the problem is likely to be that assessment and feedback
practices are heavily constrained by the policies of the university in which a study is conducted,
by the principles of assessment and programme design, and by individual differences between
the students who receive the feedback (Price, Handley, and Millar 2011; Evans 2013; Ajjawi et al.
2022). This has led to claims that there can be no overarching ‘gold standard’ of feedback because
the contextual factors are so influential (Krause-Jensen 2010). Nevertheless, we argue that there
are likely to be underlying principles that apply to effective feedback; the implementation of
these principles may be moderated by institutional influences or specific student populations,
but they will provide a good foundation on which to build. In what follows, we outline the key
characteristics of effective feedback identified in the literature and investigated in our own stud-
ies. To simplify our discussions, we will consider potential characteristics of feedback under
umbrella categories, offering examples of the way that these categories have been operation-
alised in previous studies.

The first broad category can be referred to as ‘usability’ which subsumes feedback which is
clear (Hattie and Timperley 2007; Ferguson 2011; Price, Handley, and Millar 2011; Li and De Luca
2012; Fong et al. 2018) and constructive (Lizzio and Wilson 2008; Dawson et al. 2019; Henderson
et al. 2019). Ferguson’s (2011) study, for example, surveyed 566 students at an Australian univer-
sity and reported that good feedback should be clear and unambiguous as well as having an
explicit connection to the marking criteria for the assignment. Dawson et al. (2019) study identi-
fied that clarity and constructiveness (and indeed ‘usability’) were key themes among their 400
student participants. This is not surprising — for feedback to be effective, it must be acted upon
(Boud and Molloy 2013); and in order to act upon it, the student must understand what they are
supposed to do, and it must be actionable (Ryan et al. 2021). In a similar vein, adopting the
Transparency in Learning and Teaching framework (TILT e.g. Winkelmes 2023) has been shown to
result in improvements across a variety of metrics of the student experience. TILT aims to make
communication between students and teachers clear, and can be applied to all aspects of teach-
ing practice (see https://tilthighered.com/tiltexamplesandresources for examples). Transparency as
to why students are undertaking tasks and how their work is to be graded, has been shown to
improve student perceptions of assignments and feedback, as well as improving the quality of
the work (Winkelmes et al. 2015).

Both clarity and constructiveness were therefore characteristics of effective feedback that we
considered in the current study. In addition, we included ‘helpfulness’ in our examination of
feedback. This was motivated by the fact that large-scale student satisfaction metrics used to
rank universities in the UK (the National Student Survey) ask final-year undergraduates to indi-
cate whether the feedback that they received during their courses was helpful. Helpfulness
could be considered as conceptually similar to constructiveness or usability, but to our knowl-
edge there is no empirical evidence to support or refute this interpretation as it pertains to
student perceptions of assignment feedback. We sought to gain this evidence as part of the
current study.

A second umbrella category of feedback characteristics can be referred to as ‘niceness. A large
body of research has identified that students prefer to receive feedback that is supportive (Xu
and Carless 2017; Carless and Winstone 2023), encouraging (Abramowitz, O’Leary, and Rosén
1987; Lizzio and Wilson 2008), motivating (Henderson et al. 2019) and has a positive tone
(Winstone et al. 2016; Dawson et al. 2019). Tone, in this case, refers to whether the feedback is
framed in a positive or a negative manner. Dawson et al. (2019) demonstrated that feedback that
appears overly critical can demotivate students and is unlikely to be used, while Winstone et al.
(2016) reported that positively framed feedback is more likely to be acted upon. All of these
characteristics of feedback reflect the fact that receiving comments on assignments can have an
emotional impact on students (Weaver 2006; Parker and Winstone 2016). Ultimately, students will
be less likely to engage with feedback that makes them feel demotivated (Ball et al. 2009) and
thus the feedback will not achieve the desired effect.
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In the current work, we asked participants to rate real feedback comments (received by other
students in previous academic years) for clarity, constructiveness, helpfulness, encouragement,
supportiveness, motivational value and tone to explore the interrelation of these characteristics.
Previous studies have considered these factors but not all at the same time and hence it is pos-
sible that they are not distinct. Understanding the interrelations between these perceptions
might help to understand some of the inconsistencies of previous findings and meta-analyses.
Further, as outlined briefly above, there are multiple factors that may influence the effectiveness
of a feedback comment. In all cases, though, the effectiveness of a feedback comment is contin-
gent on the recipient engaging with the feedback and acting upon it. For this reason, we asked
our participants to rate their ‘intention to use’ each of the feedback comments, imagining that
they had received them on their own work. Previous studies have examined student preferences
relating to feedback or changes in attainment following feedback (Winstone and Nash 2023). We
argue that what students prefer is important information for instructors, but that preference does
not guarantee that feedback will foster improvement in future assignments (Jonsson 2013). For
example, feedback which is effusive is likely to be well-received but will not be likely to include
the necessary information to allow the student to capitalise on what they did well or to correct
what they did not (Holmes and Papageorgiou 2009). Thus, knowing the characteristics of feed-
back comments which are likely to be acted upon is key.

The current studies

We describe three studies in this paper, conducted in consecutive academic years, which aimed
to examine the characteristics of feedback comments that students were likely to use in future
assignments. These studies used the same stimuli but varied slightly in terms of the order in
which ratings were given and the wording of the instructions. In the remainder of the introduc-
tion, we outline the rationale for the key differences in methodology, and for the outcome vari-
ables that were measured.

It should be noted that from here on in this paper we refer to ‘useful’ feedback rather than
‘effective’ feedback for two reasons. Firstly, effective feedback implies that it has an impact on the
student who receives it, potentially changing the way that they complete their assignments and
altering their grades. However, feedback may not always have a positive impact on the perfor-
mance of a student - it is possible for feedback to be useful in that it confirms that the student
should keep doing what they have been doing to maintain their current levels of performance
i.e. there is not always a measurable effect of useful feedback comments. In other words, we
consider that effective feedback is a subset of useful feedback. Secondly, in the studies we
describe in this paper, participants rated comments that they did not receive on their own work
and were not required to submit any sort of assignment to be graded after reading the feedback.
Under these circumstances it is not possible for the effect of the feedback to be measured, but
participants could suggest whether they would find a similar comment to be useful if they had
received it (what we refer to as the ‘intention to use’). Intention to use is the main outcome
variable for the studies in this paper.

In our first study, we asked participants to rate feedback comments for their clarity, construc-
tiveness, helpfulness, encouragement, supportiveness, motivational value and tone as if they had
received them on their own summative assessments. We initially focused on summative feedback
because a) it remains one of the most common feedback practices in higher education (Rand
2017), b) it is often considered as the primary means by which students may improve (Sadler
2010) and c) we used real feedback comments written by instructors at a UK university as our
stimuli and these comments were given on summative work. As a consequence, the intention to
use outcome variable is related to taking feedback from one assignment and applying it to
another assignment. Participants were presented with a feedback comment and asked to rate it
for all characteristics before moving on to the next comment.
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In the second study, we made three methodological changes. We considered that the way
in which we had presented the feedback rating scales might have increased the similarity
between scores on different scales. In essence, by asking participants to rate all characteristics
at the same time, it was possible that an intuitive ‘l like this comment’ appraisal would result
in high scores for all characteristics. Therefore, we changed the presentation such that partici-
pants rated all comments for each characteristic in turn. We also provided a definition of what
we meant by each characteristic. This was motivated by findings (e.g. Chanock 2000; Carless
2006) which have demonstrated that students and instructors do not always interpret feedback
terms in the same way. The students in Chanock’s (2000) study offered at least thirteen differ-
ent definitions for the word ‘analysis’ in the context of essay feedback, some of which related
to writing concisely, being original, providing facts or being relevant. Such a variety of inter-
pretations might also be possible for terms like ‘helpful’ so we defined each characteristic
before the participants rated the comments to ensure consistency across the participant sam-
ple. The final change for Study 2 was to add a second outcome variable. We explicitly asked
participants to rate their intention to use each comment if they had received it on a draft
which they could revise and resubmit (i.e. if it was a formative feedback comment). Adding this
outcome measure would allow us to assess whether there was a substantive and systematic
difference between what made a good feedback comment in the context of formative versus
summative assessment.

In study 3, participants were again presented with definitions for the characteristics they were
being asked to rate, and again we collected intention to use ratings for both formative and
summative contexts. We made one methodological change versus study 2, however, which was
to ask participants to rate all characteristics of a given comment at once before moving to the
next comment. We made this change because a) we thought it was possible that ratings in study
2 might have been relativistic (i.e. that participants may have thought ‘I'd find this comment
more encouraging than the last one so | should rate it higher’ rather than assessing each com-
ment on its on merits) and b) so that we could disentangle any potential impact of the presen-
tation method from the influence of providing the definition. In fact, the pattern of findings was
the same in all three studies. The methodological alterations we have outlined above were made
for sound reasons but appear to have had no influence on the responses of our participants. For
the sake of simplicity, we will describe the method and results of all three studies together.

Studies 1-3 methods
Participants

We recruited participants for studies 1-3 from the undergraduate Psychology programmes at a
UK university in the 19/20, 20/21, and 21/22 academic years, respectively. Participants were all
students in their second year of the degree. For study 1, there were 158 participants (22 male,
135 female, 1 third gender) with a mean age of 20.36years (SD = 3.60). In study 2, there were
116 participants (18 male, 98 female) with a mean age of 20.38years (SD = 3.42). The third study
recruited 103 participants (28 male, 70 female, 5 third gender) with a mean age of 20.52years
(SD = 2.82).

Design

All three studies used correlational designs. In each case, regression analysis was used to predict
ratings of ‘intention to use’ a feedback comment when preparing a future assignment (i.e. using
comments as summative feedback) from ratings of each of the following factors: clarity, construc-
tiveness, helpfulness, encouragement, supportiveness, motivational value, and tone. In studies 2
and 3, we also included the ‘intention to use’ a feedback comment when redrafting the same
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assignment (i.e. using comments as formative feedback) as an outcome variable in a separate set
of analyses.

Materials

One hundred in-line feedback comments (i.e. annotations made directly on the text rather than
as summary comments on the overall assignment) were selected from student assignments sub-
mitted to a UK university over the two academic years prior to data collection for study 1. The
assignments from which the comments were drawn were 2000-word reports in the style of a
short journal article, based on empirical data, written as part of a research methods class. The
assignments had been marked by a team of staff, and the comments used as stimuli were not
all written by a single marker. To select comments, assignments were randomly selected from
among previous submissions and scanned for in-text feedback (i.e. comments presented as anno-
tations within the text itself). Comments were selected if they addressed aspects of style or sta-
tistical principles that would be transferrable to another similar assignment, and were not more
than three sentences in length. Comments which were specific to the topic of the particular
report (e.g. comments related to misunderstanding of the theory being examined) were not eli-
gible because they could not be easily transferred to future assignments. Once all the eligible
comments had been extracted from a single student’s submission, another assignment was ran-
domly selected, and the comment extraction process began again. All comments were dissoci-
ated from the reports (i.e. the context in which the feedback was given), the identity of the
students who submitted the work, and the identity of the marker, before being presented to the
participants in study 1, 2, or 3. The same 100 comments were used in all three studies. Qualtrics
(Qualtrics, Provo, UT) was used to present the rating scales.

Each comment was rated on a total of 8 dimensions (tone, helpfulness, constructiveness, sup-
portiveness, clarity, encouragement, motivational value and intention to use). Ratings were given
on 7-point semantic differential scales with antonyms (e.g. unhelpful - helpful; demotivating —
motivating) at each end of the scale. Higher ratings indicated more positive appraisals. In each
of these three studies, four stimulus lists were created such that each participant rated a subset
of 40 out of the 100 comments. The lists were generated by assigning the extracted comments
a number from 1 to 100, and then a random number generator was used to select five sets of
20 comments. The first set of 20 comments was designated as ‘core’ and was presented in all four
stimulus lists. This would allow us to check that the instructions were being interpreted similarly
by all participants — the ratings for the core comments ought to be roughly the same for all
groups of participants. In addition to the core comments, each stimulus list contained one of the
other randomly generated sets of feedback comments. Participants were randomly assigned to
one of the four lists by Qualtrics once they had completed the consent form. All comments are
available on the Open Science Framework repository (https://osf.io/wpuxj/?view_only=d8b2f02c4
1dc49¢d96261197c8a7c8bb).

The instructions provided to participants in studies 1-3 were that they were to be presented
with a series of feedback comments and that they were to imagine that they had received that
feedback on their own work. In all three studies, the order of the presentation of the comments
was in two blocks, although there was no break between them so participants would not have
been aware of this. Block one presented the core comments in a random order per participant.
The second block presented the additional twenty comments for that stimulus list, again in a
random order per participant.

In Study 1, participants were presented with a feedback comment at the top of the screen
and a list of characteristics to rate below. Once the participant had completed all eight ratings
for a given comment (seven characteristics of the comment, plus ‘intention to use’), they clicked
‘next’ and the second feedback comment appeared. This process was repeated until all 40 com-
ments in their assigned list had been presented and rated. The order of the ratings was the same
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for all participants and all comments. Definitions of feedback characteristics were not provided.
In Study 2, participants were presented with a definition of the characteristic that they were
going to rate at the top of the screen and their assigned list of 40 comments below. The defini-
tions were generated by the first author of this paper and were based on dictionary definitions
as applied to academic assignments (available at https://osf.io/wpuxj/?view_only=d8b2f02c41dc4
9cd96261197c8a7c8bb). Once they had rated all comments for a given characteristic, they clicked
‘next’ and the definition of the next characteristic was presented. In Study 3, participants were
presented with one comment at a time at the top of the screen, and rating scales below, as in
Study 1, but this time the definition of each characteristic was provided.

A final distinction between the three studies related to the outcome variables that were rated
by participants. In all three studies, participants were asked to rate how likely they would be to
use each comment as part of a future assignment. In studies 2 and 3 only, participants were also
asked to rate how likely they would be to use each comment if they were given the opportunity
to redraft the work and submit it again.

Results

In each of the three studies, the analysis process was the same: (1) we calculated average ratings
for each characteristic for each comment, (2) we examined the correlations between the average
ratings of the core comments provided by the four groups of participants to determine reliability,
(3) we correlated the ratings of each characteristic with ‘intention to use in future assignments’
(and ‘intention to use to redraft’ in studies 2 and 3), and (4) we conducted regression analyses
to determine which characteristics predicted the intention-to-use outcome variables. In all three
studies, the pattern of findings was the same, and correlations between the ratings given for the
same comments in each of the studies were high. Therefore, we combined participant ratings
across all three studies and followed the same analysis steps. It is the analysis of the combined
dataset that we report in full here (data for the individual studies, as well as the collated data,
can be viewed here: https://osf.io/wpuxj/?view_only=d8b2f02c41dc49cd96261197c8a7c8bb). All
analyses were conducted in JASP (version 0.17.2.1, JASP Team 2023).

Table 1 shows the mean and standard deviation of the average ratings for each characteristic
across all 100 comments. It also contains a matrix of Pearson’s r correlations between the vari-
ables. All pairwise correlations were significant at p < .001. However, the strength of the correla-
tions varied considerably. The intercorrelations between clarity, helpfulness and constructiveness
were all > 0.9; the intercorrelations between tone, supportiveness, encouragement and motiva-
tional value were also > .9. However, the correlations between variables across these clusters
were smaller (though still strong according to Cohen 2013), ranging from 0.54 to .83. The

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between variables.

Pearson’s r
Mean
Variable rating SD  Helpfulness Construct Clarity Tone Motivation Support Encourage Future
Helpfulness 486 0.98 —
Constructiveness 474 098 .98 —
Clarity 502 095 .95 .90 —
Tone 399  1.02 63 .54 64 —
Motivation 417  1.00 77 .70 77 97 —_
Supportiveness 433 101 .83 .78 .80 93 98 —
Encouragement 429 0.98 79 72 .78 .96 99 98 —_
Future 492 086 97 .94 .96 63 77 .81 .78 —
Redraft 536 076 .95 .95 .90 45 .61 .68 .65 .94

Note: Ratings were collected on 7-point semantic differential scales. All correlations p < .001. Construct=constructiveness,
Support=supportiveness, Encourage=encouragement, Future=intention to use as part of a future assignment,
Redraft=intention to use when redrafting the same assignment.
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strongest correlations between predictor and outcome variables included helpfulness (r=0.97
with intention to use in future assignments, r=0.95 with intention to use to redraft work).

As these correlations between predictor variables were likely to lead to multicollinearity prob-
lems if entered into a multiple regression analysis, we ran a Principal Components Analysis to
identify the underlying structure of the data. However, this analysis (parallel analysis, oblimin
rotation applied) revealed only a single component and would therefore be uninterpretable, at
least from a pedagogical standpoint, if factor scores were generated for the regression. Therefore,
we conducted a series of multiple regressions in which one of clarity/helpfulness/constructive-
ness was entered with one of tone/supportiveness/encouragement/motivational value until all
possible pairs had been entered. The findings of the regressions predicting intention to use for
a future assignment are presented in Table 2.

The two most successful models, according to the amount of variance accounted for as indi-
cated by Adjusted R?, contained helpfulness and tone or helpfulness and motivational value as
predictors. Both of these models explained 93.8% of the variance in intention to use comments
for future assignments, although helpfulness was the only significant predictor in its own right.
All models (bar one) accounted for over 90% of the variance in the outcome measure. The beta
coefficients for the predictor from the clarity/helpfulness/constructiveness group were substan-
tially greater than those of the tone/supportiveness/encouragement/motivational value group in
all analyses. This indicates that for students to intend to use feedback for future work, it is import-
ant that comments are usable, but the emotional component of the comments is not so integral.

Table 3 presents the findings of the multiple regressions that were conducted to predict the
likelihood that participants would use feedback comments to assist in redrafting the same piece
of work. These analyses are based on the data from studies 2 and 3 (combined N=219). The
predictors were entered following the same logic as in the analysis above. Again, all models were
highly successful. The most successful model accounted for 93.8% of the variance as indicated by
Adjusted R?, and contained helpfulness and motivational value as predictors. Inspection of the
beta coefficients shows that as helpfulness ratings increased, so too did the likelihood of use for
redrafting work. In contrast to the previous analysis, motivational value was also a significant
predictor in its own right. Interestingly, the beta coefficient here was negative - the more moti-
vating a feedback comment was, the lower the rating for intention to use. This pattern was
replicated in all models, wherein the beta coefficients for the predictor from the clarity/helpful-
ness/constructiveness group was positive and those of the tone/supportiveness/encouragement/
motivational value group were negative. We argue that this may reflect that, in the context of
redrafting work, a particularly positive comment will often indicate that that aspect of the assign-
ment is already of a good standard and thus redrafting is not necessary.

Discussion

The studies described in this paper aimed to examine the characteristics of feedback comments
that predicted that students would use them, and that students would consider them to be fair.
Overall, we have shown that for students to rate feedback high on the intention to use scale, it
should be clear, constructive and helpful. The emotional responses to a feedback comment, as
reflected by ratings of supportiveness, encouragement, motivational value or general tone, were
less important in predicting intentions to use.

Previous research has highlighted clarity and constructiveness as factors in effective feedback
(Hattie and Timperley 2007; Lizzio and Wilson 2008; Ferguson 2011; Price, Handley, and Millar
2011; Li and De Luca 2012; Fong et al. 2018; Dawson et al. 2019; Henderson et al. 2019), as well
as supportiveness and encouragement (Abramowitz, O’Leary, and Rosén 1987; Lizzio and Wilson
2008; Xu and Carless 2017; Carless and Winstone 2023). However, previous research has often
been qualitative and/or based on what students and staff consider to be effective in general
terms (e.g. Dawson et al. 2019). These approaches provide useful information but have not



-
<
=
i
=
o
o
s
<
3
o
[a}

"100°0 > ysese 1100 >y '50°0 >y

"3N|BA |RUOIIBAIIOW = UOIIRAIIOI ‘3JON

*xx706 #x%£06° %xx906 #xx506° *x0€8" *xxLC8 *xxG 18 *xx078" *x8€6 #xx6C6 *xxV7€6 #x%E€6° 4 pasnlpy

*O _\Ol X% _.NO| ***OmOl Co_wm>_u0_\<

%60°0— «x91°0— *xx6C'0— 1uswabeinodu]

x 10— 60°0— #xx5€°0— ssauaApioddng

%60°0— *xxCC 0~ *xxVC0— auo|

%xxC0'L wxxLO7L %xx90°L %xx00°L SS9UIAIIINIISUOD)

*xxL0°L *xx€07L *xx86°0 *xxV0'L e

#xx8LL #2x8L°L wusTL #2x0L'L ssaujnjdjaH

[4) Ll ol 6 8 L 9 S ¥ € C L SIopIpaid
ISPOW

‘spuawiubisse buieipal ul yoeqpasy asn 03 uonulul Hundipaid s|ppow uoIsSaIHal 104 SIUIIDIYI0D BI3Q pazipiepuels ‘€ djqel

1000 > Ayxx :10°0 > dyy "ON|EA [RUOIIRAIIOW = UOIIRAIIO|\ :2JON

***@Om. ***NO@. ***Omw. ***Fom. ***ONQ. ***ONQ. ***MNQ. ***me. ***wmm. ***Nmm. ***Nmm. ***mmm. NZ —UQHMD:U/\

*«x%xEC0 800 900 uoneAnow

%xxCC 0 600 00 wswabeinodug

*xx0C°0 «xEL°0 L0'0 ssauaAiioddng

%xxL1°0 €00 ¥0'0 auo)

*xx8£°0 *xx8£°0 %xx6£°0 *xx58°0 SSQUIAIIDNIISUO)

%%x06°0 *xx680 *xx98°0 *xx¥76°0 e

%xxC6'0 *xx76°0 %xx96°0 *xx56°0 ssau|nydjaH

45 Ll ol 6 8 L 9 S 14 € 4 l S10121pald
I1opow

‘SJUBWIUBISSE 21NINy Ul }DRgPa’) 3N 0} uonuIUI HundIpaid S|PPOW UOISSaIBa) 0} SIUBDIYS0D BIAG PIZIPIEPURLS ‘7 d[qel



ASSESSMENT & EVALUATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION 9

allowed for direct comparisons of the characteristics of feedback in order to determine which is
the most important factor, or the potential overlap between terms. As an example, Dawson et al.
(2019) asked an open question about what made feedback particularly effective. Their results
grouped responses together in a logical way (e.g. nice/positive/constructive; supportive/encour-
aging/motivating — see their Table 5) but our own analysis has identified that ‘constructive’ is
more closely aligned to clarity than it is to positivity. By getting our participants to rate real
feedback comments for a variety of characteristics, we have been able to examine the interrela-
tionship between them in ways that previous research has not. The correlations between clarity,
constructiveness and helpfulness were all above r=0.90 while the intercorrelations between
encouragement, supportiveness, motivational value and tone were all above r = .93. This indi-
cates that, although a variety of different terms have been used in the literature, students do not
perceive them as distinct constructs — at least in relation to the comments rated in these studies.
It is also interesting to note that in studies 2 and 3 we provided explicit definitions of the char-
acteristics that participants were asked to rate but that the overall patterns of ratings did not
differ from study 1 in which no definitions were provided. Therefore, the distinctions between
characteristics (or lack thereof) are not attributable to participants misunderstanding what they
are being asked. This is an important observation and provides additional guidance for feedback
researchers as well as for teachers in their feedback practices - usability is more important than
niceness. Our data also suggests that part of the variability in the findings of previous feedback
studies may well be attributable to authors considering terms to be independent when they
are not.

In studies 2 and 3 we asked our participants to rate the likelihood that they would use a
particular feedback comment in a future assignment and the likelihood that they would use it to
redraft the same piece of work. In doing so we were able to examine the characteristics that
were influential in both formative and summative feedback. Our analyses showed that usability
is important in both types of feedback. Niceness, however, is only a significant factor when the
student would be given an opportunity to revise and resubmit their assignment and the relation-
ship is negative — participants were less likely to use formative feedback comments that were
nice. The absence of a significant effect of niceness in predicting feedback use for future assign-
ments contradicts the reports of Dawson et al. (2019) and Winstone et al. (2016) but echoes
those of Ferris (1997). The negative relationship in the analysis of formative feedback offers a
potential explanation for these findings. Formative feedback comments which are particularly
nice may be taken to indicate the aspects of the work that do not need to be changed before
the final draft and are therefore directive. In summative feedback, nice comments will usually
indicate that the learning outcome has been achieved, and this will not necessarily be transfer-
able to a future assignment depending on the specificity of the comment. As our question did
not indicate what the ‘future assignment’ would be, there was no guarantee that the same skill
would be being assessed and hence the comment may not have been considered relevant.
Nevertheless, it is evident from our data that usability is more important than niceness when
writing feedback for students, at least as far as the intention to use outcome is concerned. It may
be that the equivocal findings of meta-analyses in the area is due, in part, to a blurring of the
distinction between formative and summative feedback in the participants in previous empirical
studies or a lack of clarity from the authors of those studies that led to errors in the meta-analyses.
It is also important for teachers — while it is important to provide feedback that is not overly
negative, there is a possibility to be overly positive when writing comments. This will potentially
result in students who are happy with the feedback that they receive, but who do not ultimately
improve as a result. We considered whether the wording of a specific subset of the comments
used in our studies might have led to the discrepancy between the findings of the formative and
summative analyses. We do not think that is likely, because none of the comments that were
included in our stimuli explicitly stated that no changes were needed, and in <10% of the com-
ments was there a clear implication that the work could have been left entirely as it was. That
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said, we acknowledge that presenting comments in isolation (i.e. separated from the work which
elicited the feedback) could lead to ambiguity. For example, if a student had received several
comments questioning the relevance of the points that they had made and then received ‘very
good point, this shows why the research is important; it might be more likely to elicit corrections
to other parts of the work than it would if the same comment had been received in isolation.
This might be more likely to influence ratings related to formative feedback than summative
feedback, but it is an open empirical question that deserves investigation in future studies.

Another factor that might have influenced the results of the current studies is that the partic-
ipants who rated feedback comments were not receiving the comments on their own work — the
study was therefore somewhat artificial. This was a conscious decision in the design of the stud-
ies, but the potential implications deserve some consideration. The benefits of gathering ratings
on hypothetical comments such as these are that the ratings are not coloured by the amount of
time and effort that the student had expended on the work, or the advice that they had been
given in the lead up to the assignment. It also allowed us to provide the same comments to a
larger number of participants. In that regard, the findings of the current studies reflect a some-
what cleaner assessment of the wording of feedback than if the participants had rated com-
ments on their own work. Of course, perceptions of real feedback would be influenced by
precisely the factors that we sought to avoid. It would potentially be possible to explore whether
students rated the same comments differently when attached to their own work by using the
feedback we used as a bank of allowable comments during the marking process. However, this
too would be artificial and would require that markers used comments that we would expect not
to be well received or considered useful in order to confirm the findings of the current studies,
when the students’ academic development ought to be more important.

We acknowledge that being provided with nice feedback may be more important for some
students than it is for others. Students who are high in neuroticism or anxiety, or low in
self-efficacy, for example, might find receiving feedback that is not written in a positive tone
detrimental to their wellbeing and this could lead to them disengaging from their studies entirely
(Ball et al. 2009). We suggest that future research should examine the interplay of interindividual
factors such as these with the characteristics of feedback comments.

In conclusion, the current studies have indicated that educators should prioritise usability
(clarity and constructiveness) over niceness if they want their feedback to be used. We argue,
however, that it appears straightforward to write comments that are considered to be nice simply
by including ‘good’ within the message somewhere. Given that it is possible that some students
may be detrimentally affected by perceptions of negativity in their feedback, it seems worth
making feedback both nice and usable.
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