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Abstract While feedback is a key factor for improving student learning, little is known
about how students understand and experience feedback within the classroom. This
study analysed 193 New Zealand primary and secondary students’ survey responses
alongside drawings of their understandings and experiences of feedback to examine
how they experience, understand, and respond to feedback. It found that despite New
Zealand’s strong commitment to student-centred Assessment for Learning practices, the
majority of students still drew, selected, and endorsed teacher-led feedback practices,
with pictures dominated by written comments or grades. However, they generally
depicted and described this feedback as positive and constructive, suggesting that
negative emotional responses to evaluative comments and grades may be lessened if
students perceive such feedback will help them improve.
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1 Introduction

Feedback is a key facet of classroom assessment because learning occurs through the
use of formative feedback (Hattie 2009; Hattie and Timperley 2007; Tunstall and Gipps
1996a). This paper draws on the definition of feedback by Hattie and Timperley (2007,
p. 81); that is, “information provided by an agent (e.g. teacher, peer, book, parent, self,
experience) regarding aspects of one’s performance or understanding”. This definition
reflects key perspectives adopted by New Zealand primary and secondary schools as
part of their adherence to the global Assessment for Learning (AfL) movement, which
encourages educators to move the focus of assessment away from end-of-course (i.e.
summative) testing or examinations to in-course (i.e. formative) improvement-oriented
interactions between learners and instructors (Black and Wiliam 1998). While teachers
may continue to be a primary source of feedback to students, this definition reflects the
importance of peer- and self-assessment practices (e.g. Andrade 2010; Strijbos and
Sluijsmans 2010); in these, students are seen as legitimate providers of feedback (e.g.
Black and Wiliam 1998; Black et al. 2003).

While feedback is universally endorsed as beneficial to learning, what counts as
‘good feedback’ is contested, with contrasting perspectives about the optimal source,
form, content, frequency, and timing of feedback (Shute 2008). Additionally, student
viewpoints about their roles in feedback situations are not well understood. While it is
well established that students react to, respond to, and potentially utilise feedback (e.g.
Hyland 2003; Peterson and Irving 2008), the thinking that shapes how students
understand feedback remains unclear. This paper aims to contribute to knowledge
about how students understand and experience feedback within the classroom. It
examines the research questions:

& What feedback practices do students report experiencing in New Zealand upper
primary and lower secondary classrooms?

& What roles or purposes do students identify for these feedback practices?
& What emotions do students associate with these feedback practices?

2 Theorising feedback

There are numerous typologies and theorisations around what constitutes quality
feedback (e.g. Butler and Winne 1995; Kluger and DeNisi 1996; Hattie and
Timperley 2007; Nicol and MacFarlane-Dick 2006; Shute 2008; Tunstall and Gipps
1996a). Butler and Winne (1995) focused on the student’s role within the feedback
process. According to their model of self-regulation, the student drives the learning
process and must start by interpreting the task’s properties and by setting goals for
themselves. As they work through the task, drawing on their own tactics and strategies,
students must monitor their learning, utilising their own and external feedback about
their progress. Here, feedback information from external sources (e.g. teachers, peers,
and computerised feedback systems) combines with the learner’s own perspectives to
influence his or her knowledge and beliefs about the task, greater learning domain,
learning processes and products, and his or her personal performance. They noted that
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problems can arise when this external feedback is inconsistent (with itself or with the
student’s own feedback to him/herself), vague, or unrelated to the task. Additionally,
this model also takes student emotions into account, noting the importance of motiva-
tion on a self-regulated learning process. The strength of this model is that it acknowl-
edges the agency of students within feedback situations; for feedback to be useful,
students must need it, receive it in a timely manner, and be able and willing to use it
(Shute 2008).

While feedback is generally depicted as positive, several reviews have noted the
neutral or negative effects it can have on learners and their motivation, once again
foregrounding the importance of student agency in the feedback process. The meta-
analysis of Kluger and DeNisi (1996) was centred around the premise that feedback
interventions actually change the locus of a learner’s attention relating to task learning,
task motivation, and/or meta-task processes. They found that feedback interventions
actually reduced performance in one third of the studies they examined. Three variables
were found to reduce feedback’s effects: praise, interventions that threatened self-
esteem, and oral feedback. Concerns about the role of praise within feedback were
also noted in the review by Hattie and Timperley (2007). Hattie and Timperley
identified four types of feedback: task (i.e. whether work was correct or incorrect),
process (i.e. comments about the processes or strategies underpinning the task), self-
regulation (i.e. reminders to students about strategies they can use to improve their own
work), and self (i.e. non-specific praise and comments about effort). While self-
regulation feedback was considered to lead to greater student engagement, effort, and
self-efficacy, making it the most powerful type (Butler and Winne 1995; Hattie and
Timperley 2007), self feedback was problematic as praise may be used to mask low
performance and seldom contains useful information about students’ actual perfor-
mance that could improve their learning (Shute 2008).

While teachers may often be the providers of feedback, which leads researchers to
focus on their actions and the actual content of their comments, it is important not to
lose sight that it is students and the uses they make of the feedback that will ultimately
determine its effects on learning. Hence, it is important to gain a better understanding of
student perspectives of the feedback they generate and receive.

3 Student perspectives on feedback

To date, most research on student understandings of feedback has been conducted in
tertiary settings (e.g. Brown 2007; Carless 2006; Higgins et al. 2002; Nesbit and Burton
2006; Poulos and Mahony 2008; Weaver 2006), leading to a gap in the literature related
to student perspectives within primary and secondary schooling, the focus of this paper.

Research suggests that even young students are able to identify and interpret
feedback interactions. The study by Tunstall and Gipps (1996b) on UK Year 1 and 2
students found that almost all were able to describe descriptive and evaluative feedback
they had received about their work, with the majority of this feedback being spoken
comments from the teacher. Most students identified that standards were in place and
articulated that they were asked to do work again when it did not reach these levels,
showing the presence of formative feedback. While most students described positive
feedback experiences, for the small minority who had received very negative
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evaluations of work (e.g. teachers ripping up work), it was clear that this kind of
negative feedback could damage student self-esteem. The students also indicated that
negative reactions from peers were at times worse than negative teacher reactions.

Some research has examined what school students want from feedback and which
processes they find especially helpful for improving their learning. Tjeerdsma (1997)
found that the 6th grade students and their physical education teacher who participated
in her study were relatively aligned, citing improving performance and reinforcing
correct behaviour as the two most important functions of feedback. Some students also
articulated that motivating and encouraging them was an important role of feedback,
with most feeling that receiving feedback was a generally positive experience. The
study by Lee (2007) with Hong Kong second-language learners found that the students
described the error correction feedback received from their teachers as helpful, but
admitted low recall of this feedback and its limited effects on their actual writing. They
preferred receiving multiple modes of feedback (e.g. spoken, written, in-class discus-
sions), believing these were preferable for retention, but described having few oppor-
tunities to revise and improve work after receiving feedback. They reported being
sensitive to criticism, acknowledging that negative comments might decrease their
motivation in the subject. While generally positive about opportunities for peer feed-
back, some had concerns about their ability to accurately correct others’ work and
described having few opportunities to use peer-assessment processes.

In the study by Pajares and Graham (1998) of US middle school teachers’ and
students’ understandings of feedback on a poetry assignment, students overwhelmingly
wanted honest and accurate responses to their work, saying they saw through teacher
efforts to mask unsuccessful performance with praise. They knew teachers cared about
them when they gave them honest and accurate feedback, not when they received
empty praise and encouragement. While there is some data around what students report
wanting from feedback, student emotional responses to feedback received have been
largely ignored. It would be assumed that feedback would engender fewer negative
emotional responses than those reported in the literature around assessment (e.g. Goetz
et al. 2007; Harris et al. 2009; Wheelock et al. 2000b), however, as feedback does often
contain evaluation, negative emotional response are possible.

Within New Zealand, the study by Peterson and Irving (2008) of Year 9 and 10
students found pupils reported that teachers usually generated positive and encouraging
feedback, but the majority of students preferred feedback to be honest and constructive,
noting feedback often told them what areas they needed to improve, but not explicitly
how to make these changes. Students admitted to ignoring feedback, especially when it
was given in conjunction with a grade, seeing the grade as clearer and more honest
feedback than the corresponding narrative comments. However, within the focus
groups, there were some minority opinions voiced, with some students preferring good
grades and positive comments, regardless of the quality of the work. Although students
reflected within the focus groups about what they wanted and needed out of feedback,
there was little evidence they were using feedback data for goal setting or self-
regulation. The self-report Student Conceptions of Feedback version III (SCoF-III;
Irving and Peterson 2007) instrument, developed from these focus groups (Peterson
and Irving 2008), captures student conceptions of feedback purposes. A New Zealand
survey of 626 New Zealand Year 9 and 10 students using the SCoF-III found seven
inter-correlated factors (i.e. feedback from peers, feedback from parents, feedback
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motivates, teacher feedback is trusted, feedback communicates standards, feedback is
irrelevant, and feedback is enjoyable), with good fit (χ2=1,367.87, df=488, χ2/df=
2.80, p=0.09; CFI=0.91, RMSEA=0.054, gamma hat=0.97, Irving et al. 2008). In their
study, the SCoF instrument was used in tandem with a feedback practices checklist.
Irving et al. (2008) found that, with cluster analysis and confirmatory factor analysis,
responses aggregated into three types (i.e. Teacher Feedback, Symbolic Feedback, and
Feedback from Others). Teacher feedback had a strong regression to mathematics
achievement (β=0.40), while the other two types had small negative regressions to
achievement (β=−0.13 and −0.20, respectively). While well-fitting, two items within
Symbolic Feedback were around teacher suggestions and information for improvement,
which seem logically more consistent with Teacher Feedback.

While most studies have focused more explicitly on student reactions to and
perceptions of teacher feedback, some have also examined their understandings of
the student-led feedback situations (e.g. self-assessment, peer-assessment) promoted
within an Assessment for Learning framework. Research suggests that the validity and
effectiveness of feedback from students is dependent on inter-personal relationships
and psychological issues related to self-disclosure and trust (Black et al. 2003; Harris
and Brown 2013; Cowie 2009; Peterson and Irving 2008; Topping 2013; van Gennip
et al. 2010) as students take up the complex role of assessor (Topping 2010). Students
may be more likely to perceive peer feedback as effective if they are able to question
and interact with peers when receiving the feedback (Black et al. 2003) or provide
justifications for their evaluations (Gielen et al. 2010). Studies have indicated that some
students and teachers question the validity and reliability of the feedback received
through these practices (e.g. Harris et al. 2009; Harris and Brown 2013; Peterson and
Irving 2008), as especially among younger students, student feedback cannot be
expected to have the accuracy of expert feedback (Gielen et al. 2010). van Gennip
et al. (2010) found that while students’ trust in feedback from peers grew after
partaking in peer-assessment, it was much more difficult to get students to gain
confidence in their own skills as feedback providers, despite feeling psychologically
safer than when receiving teacher feedback.

The limited research on student perspectives of feedback within primary and
secondary school settings suggests that while most students want honest, direct, and
constructive feedback from teachers, individuals have differing perspectives, with some
seeking positive reinforcement from feedback. Students seem to like receiving multiple
forms of feedback and may prefer teacher feedback to that generated by themselves or
peers due to concerns about accuracy. However, not enough research has been con-
ducted to paint a consistent and compelling picture of student perspectives of feedback.
There has been insufficient examination of student understanding of the feedback they
experience and the emotions associated with it.

4 New Zealand context

This study explored the conceptions of feedback of a large sample of New Zealand
students. New Zealand has adopted an Assessment for Learning framework as its national
strategy and actively promotes formative uses of assessment through professional devel-
opment and assessment resourceswith “a deliberate focus on the use of professional teacher
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judgment underpinned by Assessment for Learning principles rather than a narrow testing
regime” (New Zealand Ministry of Education 2010, p. 5). The national assessment
policy prior to Year 11 (students nominally 15 years old) emphasises voluntary, school-
based assessment for the purposes of improving instruction and raising achievement
relative to the learning outcomes and objectives specified in the national curriculum
(Crooks 2010). The New Zealand curriculum is child centred, non-prescriptive, holistic,
and integrated (Fraser 2001), with learning outcomes and objectives specified across
multiple levels. While teachers provide formal feedback to students and members of the
school community through written reports, they are also expected to give formative
feedback to students in the interactive process of teaching and learning. This study was
carried out before the introduction in 2010 of National Standards (mandating the
reporting of student achievement against benchmark standards to both parents and the
Ministry of Education) and so it is expected that within this study, students’ experiences
will be driven largely by formative feedback practices.

However, New Zealand’s formative approach to assessment is not anti-testing. There
has been considerable investment into the creation and implementation of a toolbox of
standardised testing resources that schools use as part of their diagnostic analysis of
student learning needs. The toolbox includes an electronic formative testing system,
Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning (asTTle), that allows teachers to create
on-demand, norm referenced, standardised tests, which match the particular curriculum
objectives they are teaching and provide diagnostic analyses of performance (Hattie
and Brown 2008). The Ministry-funded toolbox also includes standardised tests [e.g.
Progressive Achievement Tests (PAT), Supplementary Tests of Achievement in
Reading, Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement] related to multiple
curricular areas (Brown et al. 2008). Additionally, New Zealand teachers frequently
administer tests, quizzes, and performance assessments they have created to monitor
learning progressions against achievement objectives (Croft et al. 2000). Nonetheless,
in accordance with a strong child-centred pedagogy and formative assessment policy,
New Zealand teachers also make extensive use of in-the-moment interactions with
children to guide instruction and reporting. Hence, it would be expected that students
would receive feedback based on a diverse range of assessment techniques, making the
New Zealand context an ideal environment to discover whether student
conceptualisations of feedback are aligned with the formative ideals espoused in policy
and practice.

Within New Zealand, both primary and secondary school teachers generally sub-
scribe to the conception that assessment is for improved teaching and learning (Brown
2011) and strongly endorse the notion that feedback should improve learning rather
than enhance students well-being (Brown et al. 2012). There is evidence that this
feedback is usually focused on the task and processes underpinning it, not general
praise and comments about behaviour and effort (Harris et al. 2013). However, there
are distinctions between primary and secondary schooling which may affect how
feedback is practiced.

First is the organisation of teaching and learning. Within primary (Years 1–6) and
intermediate schools (Years 7 and 8), students usually remain with the same generalist
teacher and peers for their school day. In secondary schools (Years 9–13), teachers are
subject specialists and students normally have different teachers for each subject.
Secondary students are also unlikely to share all classes with the same peers due to
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timetabling, especially after Year 10. Hence, primary teachers work intensively and
flexibly with one class of students across subject areas, while secondary teachers work
with a much higher number of students. It may be that these structural differences
encourage teachers to provide feedback in slightly different ways.

Second, while assessment in New Zealand is generally low-stakes, from Year 11,
students work towards the National Certificate of Educational Attainment (NCEA), a
high-stakes national certification system where students earn credits by demonstrating
proficiency on curriculum standards through moderated internal and external assess-
ments. Thus, while the NCEA system is high-stakes for individuals, since it determines
educational and employment opportunities, it is also indirectly high-stakes for schools
in that NCEA results are published by school name, impacting on how schools are
perceived. Nonetheless, the NCEA system is not intended as a school evaluation
system as is often seen in national testing systems. Secondary school assessment is
often focused on preparing for or implementing NCEA (Crooks 2010), with consider-
able washback from Year 11 onto Years 9 and 10 practices (Mizutani 2009). The
NCEA system has clear standards of performance related to learning objectives,
criteria, and targets, with exemplars of performance made available to students and
teachers. As the system is not dependent on the rank ordering of students, there is a strong
element of formative, capacity, and competence building feedback, suggesting primary
and secondary students may have similar views, despite the potential influence of high-
stakes testing on feedback practices as students progress through secondary school.

This study seeks to add to the research on student perspectives of feedback through
the combined use of a self-report inventory (SCoF-III), feedback practice checklist, and
a relatively new technique in which students draw a picture of feedback as they
experience it. These techniques aimed to gather data not only about the kinds of
feedback students report actually receiving, but also about their emotional and learning
responses to this feedback within a policy context where Assessment for Learning is
prioritised.

5 Method

5.1 Participants

This study recruited 193 (female=110, male=81, not given=2) students from 13
teachers’ classes in 11 Auckland region schools who were already participated in a
multi-year investigation into teacher assessment practices. Of these students, 88 were in
lower secondary school (i.e. Years 9–10), with the remaining 105 in upper primary or
intermediate (i.e. Years 5–8) classrooms. In compliance with University of Auckland
Human Participants Ethics Committee regulations (ref: 2008/521), all participating
teachers, students, and their parents gave written consent after reading a supplied
Participant Information Sheet. Students’ ages ranged from 9 to 15 (M = 12.07, SD =
1.80). Student self-reported ethnicities were predominantly New Zealand European (n=
100, 52 %), followed by Asian (n=39), Pacific Islander (n=21), and indigenous Māori
(n=6). The balance (n=27) were not given. The proportion for the New Zealand
European and Māori were both less than the expected proportions in the New
Zealand population. Thus, the sample, while reasonably large, is not fully
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representative of the ethnic makeup of the nation and consequently analyses according
to student ethnicity have been avoided.

5.2 Instruments

All data were obtained from an individually completed self-report survey instrument
consisting of three sections.

Section 1—Feedback practices. Students were first asked to indicate from a list of
15 different practices those they had experienced this year. This technique is an
adaptation of the previous SCoF-III study with secondary students (Irving et al.
2008), which found that, with cluster analysis and confirmatory factor analysis,
responses aggregated into three types (i.e. Teacher Feedback, Symbolic Feedback,
and Feedback from Others).
Section 2—Student conceptions of feedback. The previously developed, fixed-
response, SCoF-III questionnaire about the purposes of feedback was given to the
students as the second part of the survey. While this instrument was designed for
students in lower secondary school, its Flesch-Kincaid reading grade level (as
calculated by MS Word) was assessed as 4.7, making it suitable for children in
Years 5 and above. Additionally, to make sure students were not having problems
understanding the prompts, members of research team assisted in its administration
in two classrooms where it was hypothesised that students may experience diffi-
culties (i.e. a low SES Year 5 class and a Year 9 class with a high number of special
needs students); in both instances, students were able to independently complete
the instrument after receiving the standard instructions. The response system for
the 42 items was a six-point, positively-packed agreement scale (Lam and
Klockars 1982) with two negative options (strongly disagree and mostly disagree)
and four positive options (slightly agree, moderately agree, mostly agree, and
strongly agree). This scale was used because it was believed that most students
would agree to some degree with all of the purposes of feedback (Brown 2004).
Section 3—Draw a picture. After completing the two fixed-format questionnaire
items, students were asked to create a free-response drawing about their experi-
ences of feedback. Free-response drawings can be an effective way of understand-
ing the complexity and subtlety of student thinking and emotions about phenom-
ena (Clarebout et al. 2007; Diem-Wille 2001). Student drawings have already
proven useful in examining the complexity of student thinking and emotions about
assessment (Carless and Lam 2012; Haney et al. 2004; Harris et al. 2009;
McKillop 2006; Picker and Berry 2000; Wheelock et al. 2000a, b). This instru-
ment was added to the inventory to provide possible triangulation of survey results,
establishing whether students were drawing similar practices to those that they
were selecting in the checklist and evaluating in the questionnaire. Additionally,
the draw-a-picture instrument allowed further dimensions of the student feedback
experience to be examined that are not explored thoroughly in the survey items:
students’ emotional response and potential responses to feedback. It was expected
based on previous studies (e.g. Harris et al. 2009) that student pictures would
contain imagery representing emotions (e.g. positive/negative symbols, facial
expressions) which could shed light on their feelings about feedback. The
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drawings also provided students with the opportunity to show their role in the
feedback situation and what they might potentially do as a result of receiving
feedback.

With the instrument, students were randomly assigned one of four prompts,
each of which was worded slightly differently to test student sensitivity to the
prompt’s wording (i.e. (1) Draw a picture of feedback. This picture can be about
what you think it is and how it makes you feel. If you are not sure what feedback
is, look at other pages to get some ideas. (2) Draw a picture of how you get
feedback about your learning to help you know how you are doing and what you
need to work on next. (3) Draw a picture of how you find from your teacher, your
peers, or yourself whether you are learning and how you figure out what you need
to work on next. (4) Draw a picture showing how you figure out what you are
doing well and what you need to work on next with your learning.). While these
prompts were not pilot tested, they were worded in a similar way to the successful
prompt from a previous study about student conceptions of assessment (Harris et
al. 2009). Chi-square tests for differences in frequency of categories according to
prompts indicated there were no statistically significant differences; hence, this
paper reports aggregated results.

5.3 Procedures

While two classes had the research team administer the questionnaire with support from
their normal classroom teacher to confirm the readability of the instruments, the balance
were overseen by the students’ normal classroom teacher during a standard lesson and
returned using postage-paid envelopes. While the instruments contained explicit written
instructions that students could read independently, teachers were encouraged to go
through these instructions orally with their students and make sure any questions were
answered prior to commencement of the instrument. Only one student out of 193 did
not complete the draw-a-picture instrument and 10 students did not complete Section 1
Feedback Practices list. Nearly three quarters of students answered all 42 items of the
SCoF-III and expectation maximisation procedures were used to impute missing
responses (maximum missing per person was three responses for just four students
and maximum missing per variable was 19 cases for one variable). Hence, the grand
majority of students were able to follow these procedures successfully.

5.4 Analysis

Fixed-format questionnaire items Confirmatory factor analysis was used to test the pre-
existing 33 item, seven-factor solution for the SCoF-III. Because the fit did not meet
conventional standards, exploratory factor analysis, following procedures outlined in
Courtney (2013) was used to find the most likely factor structure. In accordance with
exploratory factor conventions, items were accepted as belonging to their intended
factor only when their loading was >0.30 and if cross-loadings, as indicated by
modification indices, were low (Bandalos and Finney 2010). Subsequently, confirma-
tory factor analysis was used to determine the fit of exploratory result. Likewise, the
Feedback Practices instrument did not fit well with the original model; exploratory
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factor analysis was used to identify the dimensionality and confirmatory factor analysis
used to determine the quality of fit.

Maximum likelihood confirmatory factor analysis of the variance-covariance
Pearson correlation matrices, using AMOS software (IBM 2011), was used to test the
confirmatory factor models. In line with suggested practice (Cheung and Rensvold
2002; Fan and Sivo 2007; Marsh et al. 2004), models with statistically non-significant
χ2 per df, GAMMA hat of >0.90, root mean square errors of approximation (RMSEA)
of <0.08, and standardised root mean residuals (SRMR) close to 0.06 were considered
sufficiently close to the data to not be rejected. Correlations between the Conceptions of
Feedback and Feedback Practices factors and the drawing content themes were also
found to explore relationships across methods.

5.5 Drawings

Content analysis (Bell 2001, p. 13) was used to analyse the drawn pictures of feedback
and is “an empirical (observational) and objective procedure for quantifying recorded
‘audio-visual’ (including verbal) representation using reliable, explicitly defined cate-
gories”. The visual elements (e.g. symbols and images) of the drawings themselves can
be analysed for meaning; for example, McKillop (2006) inferred that students had a
negative attitude towards assessment by referring to painful, oppressive imagery in
drawings (e.g. a student crying with pain, a darkened room with a chair in the corner, a
student cringing in the corner and looking very small, a student with a gun in his mouth).

To classify the drawings, initially, the first author and third authors independently
viewed each picture as a whole, iteratively identifying major categories of imagery.
Both authors then worked together to synthesise and group these codings, identifying
four major categories (i.e. form of feedback, content of feedback, emotional impact of
feedback, and student’s response to feedback) with subcategories beneath each. The
first and third authors independently coded all images based on mutually agreed upon
subcategory definitions, using the student captions to better understand the intent of the
drawings. When a picture did not contain imagery representing a particular sub-
category, it was scored as a zero, indicating missing data, rather than suggesting the
student had purposely excluded the construct. Inter-rater agreement was calculated
using the kappa coefficient and Pearson’s correlation (r). Values of kappa greater than
0.80 indicated that agreement between raters was independent of chance processes
(Cohen 1960; see Table 1).

Table 1 Inter-rater reliability statistics for classifying drawings by four major categories

Agreement statistic

Category Consensus (%) Pearson (r) Kappa (κ)

Form of feedback 97 0.89 0.83

Content of feedback 94 0.82 0.85

Emotional impact 96 0.86 0.87

Student response to feedback 96 0.86 0.88
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As sample size was small for some subcategories, in order to better test for the
statistical significance of the findings, some were combined to form conceptually
meaningful aggregated variables (see Table 2). In this analysis, form of feedback was
examined through the subcategories Teacher Feedback, Student-Led Feedback, Spoken
Feedback, and Written Feedback. The content of feedback was examined through the
new subcategories Task Feedback and Self Feedback, while Emotional Impact was
simplified into Positive Emotions and Negative Emotions. When examining student
responses to feedback, Student Accepts Feedback and Student Rejects Feedback were
retained from the original categories, while Acts on Feedback and Shares Feedback
were created by combining existing subcategories. Once the new subcategories were
formed, χ2 tests were run to examine whether there were statistically significant
distributions in these categories according to school sector, with small cell sizes
precluding analyses by teacher or ethnicity. Cramer's V (V) tests were used to measure
the degree of association between two nominal or categorical variables, while adjusting
for the number of cells. Values below 0.40 are considered weak to moderate, with
values above 0.60 being strong (Rea and Parker 1992).

6 Results

6.1 Conceptions of assessment

Exploratory factor analysis suggested three inter-correlated factors which after trim-
ming poor fitting items was found to have acceptable fit (χ2=617.96, df=347, χ2/df=
1.78, p=0.18; CFI=0.87; gamma hat=0.91; RMSEA=0.064, 90 % CI=0.056–0.072,
SRMR=0.076). The three factors were Comments for Improvement (13 items),
Interpersonal Feedback (7 items), and Negative Feedback (8 items) (Appendix 1).
Four items about trusting the teacher’s feedback had negative loadings on the
Negative Factor; hence, these items were reverse scored before mean scores were
created (Table 3). Very strong endorsement was given to Comments for
Improvement, moderate positive endorsement was provided to Interpersonal
Feedback, while weak disagreement with Negative Feedback was seen. Interestingly,
no items related to self-assessment loaded onto the Interpersonal Factor; however, this
was likely because the wording of these three items positioned self-evaluation as
superior to alternative sources of feedback (e.g. Comments about my work are not
necessary because I already know how well I am doing), rather than simply acknowl-
edging utility or value in this practice. Improvement was moderately correlated with
Interpersonal Feedback (Table 3), indicating that adult sources of improvement com-
ments were seen as relatively independent of student interpersonal sources. The
Negative Feedback factor was strongly and inversely correlated to Improvement, with
no statistically significant correlation to Interpersonal Feedback, suggesting interper-
sonal sources of feedback are randomly associated with negative aspects of feedback.

Feedback Practices An inter-correlated three factor solution with good fit was found
(n=182; χ2=133.38, df=74, χ2/df=1.80, p=0.18; CFI=0.94; gamma hat=0.96;
RMSEA=0.067, 90 % CI=0.048–0.085, SRMR=0.069). The feedback practices
(Appendix 2) were: Teacher Evaluation (four items), Teacher Help (six items), and
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Table 2 Feedback category characteristics

Categories Characteristics

Form of feedback

Teacher feedback Written feedback from teacher

Spoken or nonverbal feedback from teacher

Student-led feedback Spoken or non-verbal from self

Spoken or non-verbal feedback from peer

Written feedback from peer

Written feedback from self

Spoken feedback Spoken or nonverbal feedback from teacher

Spoken or nonverbal feedback from self

Spoken or nonverbal feedback from peer

Feedback from parents

Written feedback Written feedback from teacher

Written feedback from peer

Written feedback from self

Written feedback source ambiguous

Grades, results, scores, outcomes, reports

Ticks and crosses

Smiley face, stickers, stamps, rewards, certificates

Content of feedback

Task feedback Describing or comparing performance

Suggestions for improvement, feed-forward

Surface learning features (spelling, grammar, basic facts, recall)

Presentation (neatness, layout, speed)

Deep learning (understanding, explaining, extending, clarifying)

Self feedback Praise and encouragement

Effort and identifying improvement

Behaviour

Emotional impact

Positive Smiling student

Smiling teacher

Positive symbols

Negative Sad, angry or upset student

Sad, angry or upset teacher

Negative symbols

Student response to feedback

Accepts Student accepts feedback

Rejects Student rejects feedback

Shares Student shares feedback results with peers;

Student shares feedback results with parents

Acts on Student action or intention to act on feedback from others;

Student reflects, compares results, and/or proposes own action;
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Interpersonal (four items). Students selected, on average, about two thirds of the items
within the Teacher Help and Evaluation Practices; in contrast, they only selected just
under half the interpersonal practices (Table 4). The Teacher Help factor was strongly
inter-correlated with both other factors, while Interpersonal and Teacher Evaluation
were moderately inter-correlated, providing some divergent validation evidence.

The inter-correlations of the three conceptions of feedback to the three feedback
practices also provided some validation evidence (Table 5). Divergence was seen in the
weak inverse correlation between Teacher Evaluation practices and Comments for
Improvement, while convergence was seen in the two Interpersonal factors. The
remaining inter-correlations were statistically not significant.

6.2 Drawings of Feedback

The images drawn by students were classified according to four major categories.
These were Form of Feedback, Content of Feedback, Emotional Impact, and Student
Response to Feedback. Each category had multiple subcategories and agreement
indices were based on whether each drawing was assigned to the same subcategory
within each major category.

The form of feedback category was dominated by written feedback, grades of
various sorts, and assorted feedback from the teacher (see Fig. 1 and Table 6). While
no one form was identified by the majority of students, only 10 students showed no
form of feedback and the three most frequent were present in at least a third of
drawings. Overall, teacher sources were explicitly present in 140 (73 %) individual
drawings; however, many of the other representations of feedback (e.g. grades, ticks,
and crosses) were also likely of teacher origin.

In terms of content, feedback was portrayed overwhelmingly as descriptive infor-
mation that compared performance to standards, criteria, or expectations (76 %; see
Fig. 2 and Table 7). The next most frequent categories were suggestions for improvement
and praise. Feedback that focused on surface characteristics of work or presentation

Table 3 Student conceptions of feedback descriptive statistics

Factor inter-correlations

Factor M SD I II III

I. Comments for improvement 4.97 0.77 –

II. Interpersonal feedback 4.03 0.95 0.35 –

III. Negative feedback 1.92 0.78 −0.81 −0.12ns –

ns not statistically significant

Table 2 (continued)

Categories Characteristics

Student questions teacher about feedback or requests clarification
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accounted for just 11 (6 %) drawings. Given the relatively low focus on praise and effort
(37 and 29 %), it can be concluded that the students perceived feedback predominantly in
terms of task description and growth-oriented steps for improvement.

In terms of the Emotional Impact category, the drawings were dominated by positive
emotions (see Fig. 3 and Table 8). Students smiled in 44% of drawings, teachers smiled in
26 %, and positive symbols were seen in 9 % of drawings. In contrast, negative emotions
were seen from students in 7 % of drawings and from teachers in just 3 % of drawings.
This stands in stark contrast to the much darker pictures of assessment drawn by New
Zealand students in an earlier study (Harris et al. 2009; Harnett et al. 2012), where negative
depictions outnumbered positive ones.

When examining how students drew the actions they took in response to feedback, there
was a high proportion of students (81, 42%)who did not include any element of responding
(Table 9). However, nearly half drew the student accepting the feedback (49%) and nearly a
quarter (23 %) showed the student taking or intending to take an action based on the
feedback (see Fig. 4). Only two students drew pictures showing rejection of feedback,
though 13 showed the student feeling negative as a response. Only 17 portrayed sharing the
feedback with a peer (10) or an adult (7). Together, these suggested that feedback is still a
very personal, albeit positive, construct that is understood to be about improved learning.

6.3 Differences by school sector

While sample size precluded analyses by individual teacher and ethnicity, there were a
number of statistically significant differences by school sector, identified by examining
the mean scores for the feedback practices and conceptions, alongside the frequencies
of student inclusion of particular categories of imagery within their drawings (see

Table 4 Feedback practices descriptive statistics

Factor inter-correlations

Factor M SD I II III

I. Teacher help 0.68 0.33 –

II. Teacher evaluation 0.65 0.38 0.73 –

III. Interpersonal 0.45 0.38 0.73 0.52 –

Table 5 Inter-correlations conceptions of feedback and feedback practices factors

Feedback practices factors

Conceptions of feedback factors Teacher evaluation Teacher help Interpersonal

Comments for improvement −0.18* −0.08 −0.05
Interpersonal feedback −0.10 0.09 0.28**

Negative feedback 0.14 0.04 0.05

N=182

*p<0.05; **p<0.01

120 Educ Asse Eval Acc (2014) 26:107–133



Table 10). Primary students were more likely to represent feedback as student-led,
spoken, task-oriented, and self-oriented than secondary students. Thirty-five primary
and intermediate students did not have explicit teacher sources, while only 18 second-
ary students did not include feedback explicitly said to be from the teacher, suggesting
that primary and intermediate students were likely receiving feedback from more
diverse sources than secondary students. The primary students endorsed the
Comments to Improve and Interpersonal conceptions of feedback more than secondary
students, with large and moderate effect sizes respectively. In contrast, secondary

Fig. 1 Student drawing of teacher feedback

Table 6 Frequencies within the form of feedback category

Form of feedback N %

Written feedback from teacher 91 47

Grades, results, scores, outcomes, reports 85 44

Spoken or nonverbal feedback from teacher 67 35

Ticks and crosses 37 19

Spoken or non-verbal feedback from self 29 15

Spoken or non-verbal feedback from peer 19 10

Smiley face, stickers, stamps, rewards, certificates 16 8

No form 12 5

Spoken feedback (source ambiguous) 10 6

Written feedback source ambiguous 5 3

Feedback from parents 3 2

Written feedback from peer 2 1

Written feedback from self 1 1
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students endorsed Teacher Evaluation Feedback Practices and a Negative conception of
feedback more than primary students.

6.4 Inter-correlations between survey and drawn responses

Further validation evidence of the picture analysis can be seen in the inter-correlation of
the three Student Conceptions of Feedback factors and three Feedback Practices factors
with the 12 major traits of the drawings (see Table 11); only significant results are
discussed. When examining the relationships between the Student Conceptions of
Feedback factors and the drawings, Comments for Improvement factor was positively
correlated with both Student-led Feedback and Task Feedback aspects in the drawings.

Fig. 2 Descriptive feedback

Table 7 Frequencies within content of feedback category

Content of feedback N %

Describing or comparing performance 147 76

Suggestions for improvement, feed-forward 76 40

Praise, encouragement 72 37

Illegible or incomplete written comment 67 35

Effort, identifying improvement 29 15

No content 22 11

Surface learning features (spelling, grammar, basic facts, recall) 11 6

Presentation (neatness, layout, speed) 10 5

Deep learning (understanding, explaining, extending, clarifying) 10 5

Behaviour 5 3
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Interpersonal Feedback was positively correlated with Student-led and Spoken
Feedback and negatively correlated with Teacher Feedback. The Negative Feedback
factor was negatively correlated with Student-led and Written Feedback aspects.

When examining the relationships between the Feedback Practice factors and the
drawings, Teacher Evaluation was negatively correlated with Student-led Feedback,
Spoken Feedback, and Positive Affect. Teacher Help was positively correlated with
Teacher Feedback and negatively correlated with Student-led Feedback, Self-feedback,

Fig. 3 Positive affect with feedback

Table 8 Frequencies within emotional impact category

Emotional impact N %

Smiling student 85 44

No affect 62 32

Smiling teacher 51 26

Neutral faced student 29 15

Neutral faced teacher 22 11

Positive symbols 18 9

Sad, upset, or angry student 14 7

Symbol for progress or sequence (e.g. ladder, flowchart) 7 4

Negative symbols 5 3

Sad or upset teacher 5 3
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Positive Emotions, and Shares Feedback. Interpersonal was negatively correlated with
Student-led feedback, Positive Emotions, and Shares Feedback.

While the majority of these correlations were to be expected, there were a few
unpredicted results. Emotional Impact was negatively correlated with all three types of
feedback practices, meaning students who selected higher numbers of items from the
feedback practices checklist were less likely to include positive affective imagery in
their drawings. No clear explanations exist for this result. It is possible that students
experience many diverse types of feedback, with potentially conflicting messages. This

Table 9 Frequencies within student response to feedback category

Student response to feedback N %

Student accepts feedback 94 49

No response 81 42

Student action or intention to act on feedback from others 44 23

Student responds positively or feel good 36 19

Student reflects, compares results, and/or proposes own action 28 15

Student responds negatively or feels bad 13 7

Student shares feedback results with peers 10 5

Student questions teacher about feedback or requests clarification 8 4

Student shares feedback results with adult 7 4

Student rejects feedback 2 1

Fig. 4 Student accepting and responding to feedback
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may lead to confusion and less positive experiences. However, future studies are
certainly required to understand this interaction properly. Likewise, the negative cor-
relation between the Interpersonal Feedback factor and the Student-Led Feedback
category in the drawings was not anticipated. This may have occurred because

Table 10 Statistically significant sectoral differences in feedback practices, feedback conceptions, and drawn
pictures by type of analysis

Data sources Primary Secondary

Mean score analysis of variance

M (SD) F P Cohen’s d

Data sources Primary Secondary

Feedback practices checklist

Teacher evaluation 0.55 (0.39) 0.77 (0.33) 16.61 <0.001 0.61

Conceptions of feedback factors

Comments to improve 5.19 (0.69) 4.70 (0.77) 21.02 <0.001 0.67

Interpersonal 4.22 (0.81) 3.82 (1.06) 8.66 0.004 0.43

Negative 1.76 (0.77) 2.11 (0.76) 9.93 0.002 0.46

Equivalent distribution by sector

Drawing categories (max. n=104) (max. n=88) χ2 p Cramer’s V

Student-led feedback 37 6 22.68 <0.001 0.34

Spoken feedback 71 33 18.18 <0.001 0.31

Task feedback 93 66 6.97 0.008 0.19

Self feedback 55 30 6.82 0.009 0.19

Table 11 Inter-correlations of drawing traits to feedback practices and conceptions

Feedback practicesa Conceptions of feedbackb

Drawing categories Negative Teacher
evaluation

Interpersonal Teacher
help

Comments for
improvement

Interpersonal

Teacher feedback −0.08 −0.15* −0.09 0.12 0.21** 0.04

Student-led feedback 0.33** 0.23** −0.22** −0.46** −0.29** −0.19**
Spoken feedback 0.14 0.19** −0.02 −0.24** −0.08 −0.02
Written feedback 0.04 −0.07 −0.20** −0.13 −0.14 −0.10
Task feedback 0.25** 0.06 −0.13 −0.07 −0.01 0.12

Self feedback −0.14 −0.18* −0.06 0.10 0.07 −0.09
Positive affect −0.19* −0.20** 0.12 0.01 −0.10
Shares feedback −0.09 −0.17* −0.17* 0.07 0.02 −0.02

a n=182
b n=192

*p<0.05; **p<0.01
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relatively small numbers of students included these representations in their drawings
compared to how many nominated interpersonal practices on the checklist or because
while Student-led Feedback only included drawings of peer- and self-assessment,
Interpersonal Feedback contained comments from parents and non-specified others.

7 Discussion

This study adds to our understanding of how students experience and understand
feedback. Consistent with previous studies with New Zealand secondary students
(e.g. Peterson and Irving 2008), the source and content of feedback were strongly
associated with the teacher giving spoken comments, written comments, or grades of
various sorts in both fixed and free-response instruments. While some may argue that
this creates an inappropriate dependence on the teacher (e.g. Carless 2011), it would
appear that students have accepted that feedback from the teacher, linked to analysis
and evaluation of their work, is positive, which is consistent with previous studies
(Brown et al. 2009a, b). It seems students are committed to the notion that feedback
contributes to growth in learning and that the relative expertise of the teacher is a
legitimate source of usable and valid feedback.

On the other hand, it could be argued that, notwithstanding New Zealand’s formative
assessment policy framework, these data suggest feedback is still mainly practiced in a
traditional, teacher-centric fashion and the student responses seen here may be simply a
reflection of the ecological reality of New Zealand schools. Previous studies with New
Zealand secondary students have found that they predominantly defined assessment in
terms of teacher-controlled, test-like practices (Brown et al. 2009a) and that, relative to
secondary students, primary and intermediate students endorsed more strongly affec-
tive, improvement, and external attribution conceptions of assessment and much less
strongly the irrelevance conception of assessment (Brown and Harris 2013). While the
dominance of teacher-centric, formative feedback is understandable, and possibly
necessary, there is evidence that student-generated feedback is present in some class-
rooms, especially within primary schools, where mean endorsement of the
Interpersonal Conception was stronger than for secondary students. While student
mean agreement was lower for the Interpersonal Conceptions factor than the
Comments for Improvement factor featuring teacher feedback, the students in this
study still moderately agreed with this factor. That peer- and self-feedback were present
in the drawings and student selections at all, in contrast to their absence in an earlier
study of assessment drawings (Harris et al. 2009) and in contrast to the relatively low
rate of selection among secondary students for informal-interactive assessment prac-
tices including PASA (Brown et al. 2009a), suggests that these practices do have
traction and are accepted, especially by primary students, as legitimate sources of
feedback. A comparative study in a high-stakes jurisdiction would likely show fewer
student-led formative practices. The way both teacher and student-led formative prac-
tices are depicted positively in the drawings suggests that the goals of the Assessment
for Learning policy are deeply entrenched in the minds of New Zealand students. This
appears to be equally true for secondary students where the National Certificate for
Educational Assessment is very much focused on delivering feedback to students to
inform them as to how they can improve their performance. However, the dominance
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of teacher-led practices indicates there is not universal commitment to a truly student
led form of Assessment for Learning (Brown et al. 2012). Certainly, there will and
should be debates as to the proper place of the classroom expert (i.e. the teacher) in any
Assessment for Learning protocol.

In contrast to previous studies of New Zealand primary and secondary students’
assessment conceptions, the results here are remarkably positive regarding the emotional
and behavioural consequences of feedback. It seems that while students may struggle with
the consequences of assessment, they are positive about the benefit of feedback for their
learning, even when considering results (e.g. marks, scores, grades) as feedback. This is a
very favourable result and is one that teachers should look to exploit. Survey studies in
New Zealand have suggested that while students might not enjoy being tested by their
teacher, there was a strong association between testing and improved performance (Brown
et al. 2009a, b). This study demonstrates that part of students’ tolerance of testing may be
the promise of feedback giving directions for improved learning. Hence, teachers need to
actively shoulder the burden of providing feedback from every assessment opportunity
and encourage students to view grades, marks, and scores as feedback rather than as value
or personal judgments. Needless to say, there is a long journey ahead to persuade students
that feedback can come legitimately from themselves and their peers. Because other
studies have pointed to the need to create psychological safety as a pre-condition for
effective student generated feedback (e.g. Brown and Harris 2013; Cowie 2009), devel-
oping a supportive classroom culture may be a good first step to the meaningful imple-
mentation of formative peer- and self-assessment practices.

This study has only partially replicated previously reported results for the Feedback
Practices and Conceptions of Feedback instruments. While the Student Conceptions of
Feedback inventory’s previously reported seven factor structure was not able to be
replicated (Irving et al. 2008), this may have occurred due to this study’s smaller
sample size or because it incorporated the viewpoints of younger students. Nonetheless,
there is conceptual integrity between the current factors and those reported in the SCoF-
III. For example, the Interpersonal feedback factor consists of five of the six Peer factor
items, with an additional two items not used in SCoF-III. The Negative feedback factor
found here contains four of the six Ignore items and three of the five items from Trust
Teacher factor, albeit with reverse loadings. The Comments for Improvement factor
consists of items from five SCoF-III factors: five of the six Motivation items, both
Enjoyment items, two of the Parent items, two Standards items, and one Teacher Trust
item. It is clear that there is conceptual integrity around three core ideas between this
study and previous results: feedback is from peers, feedback is ignored, and feedback
motivates and enables my learning. What is still missing from this instrument are
quality items relating to self-assessment feedback, as the items in the current version of
the instrument only includes statements comparing the value of self-feedback with
other forms of feedback. The instrument would benefit by developing items which ask
students to evaluate the utility of self-feedback independent of other feedback sources
so self-feedback’s relationship to other types of feedback could be better examined.

In terms of the Feedback Practices, a noticeable difference has to do with the
feedback practice item ‘facts and answers to the questions’ which loaded (>0.30) onto
two factors (i.e. Interpersonal and Negative) and was subsequently removed from
analysis. This item is clearly interactive, but seems to be negatively evaluated by
students. Further investigation is needed to better understand how or why students
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might consider getting the answers as a negative type of feedback, although it is also
possible that this finding is an artefact of the wording of the item. A second important
difference is that this structure refines the Feedback from Others factor (Irving et al.
2008) by removing teacher-based items. The current result locates the practices in three
logical notions—commentary for improvement from adult teachers and parent/care-
givers; error or correctness evaluations; and student-generated feedback sources.

Nonetheless, this study is only a starting point for understanding how feedback is
experienced by students. While it does triangulate data from three separate instruments,
it has utilised a sample that is relatively small and not nationally representative. The
study took place in a policy environment that values and prioritises Assessment for
Learning and so it is unlikely that results would be replicated in contexts where high-
stakes consequences for both schools and students are attached to assessments. Further,
despite triangulation, all three methods depend on student self-perceptions, lacking
independent corroboration from observations of practice or teacher perspectives. The
depictions of the content of teacher feedback to students within the pictures are
obviously based on student perception and their ability to recreate the kinds of
comments their teacher might make to them without relying on stereotypes. Hence,
studies that directly analyse the content of spoken and written feedback students receive
alongside student self-reports would be valuable contributions to the field.

Also, while this study was unable to examine what students do with the feedback
they receive, the pictures displayed many students at least acknowledging and
accepting feedback. However, it is not able to shed light as to when or why they might
choose to accept and potentially act on this feedback. Further research is needed to
understand better how students make use of feedback as part of a process of self-
regulated learning. For example, a ‘draw-a-picture’ prompt that specifically asks
students to draw what they do after they receive feedback may help shed more light
on uses of feedback. Interviews in which students explain their understandings of
feedback they have generated or received and their plans for next steps, corroborated
with their actual revisions, would also be helpful in unpacking the reasons why student
may choose to act on or ignore feedback. Additionally, more research is needed to
examine the effects on motivation and learning that occur when students act on
feedback that they have misinterpreted or that is incorrect (e.g. inaccurate comments).
Since it is what students actually do with feedback that makes it a potential powerful
tool for improving learning, these processes merit further investigation.
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Appendices

Appendix 1

Table 12 Conceptions of feedback factors

Conceptions of feedback item Loading

Comments for improvement

I pay attention to comments from my teacher 0.78

I enjoy getting comments on my work 0.74

Comments on my work give me information on how well I am doing 0.69

Comments from my teachers make it clear how to improve 0.69

I look at the comments and marks on my work to see what I did wrong 0.68

Comments on my work change the way I learn and study 0.67

I make active use of the comments I get from my teacher 0.67

I look forward to getting comments from my teacher about my work 0.65

When someone talks to me about my work, it makes me try harder 0.57

I know I have done well when my score or grade is better than last time 0.55

My parents/guardians provide helpful comments about my learning 0.52

Good grades will help me get the job I want 0.45

My parents/guardians expect teachers to comment on my work and say how I can improve 0.44

Interpersonal feedback

Feedback from my classmates help my learning 0.84

Comments from my classmates about my work really help me 0.82

I learn better when my friends comment on my work 0.77

I can trust comments about my work that come from my classmates 0.64

I actively use other people’s comments to help me improve 0.58

When I can’t understand something, I ask another student for help 0.55

I do better when I work on something new with my friends 0.44

Negative feedback

I can trust the comments about my work from my teacher (reverse) −0.73
Reports sent to my parents/guardians are honest (reverse) −0.68
Teacher comments don't tell me anything useful 0.66

The most useful comments about my work are from my teacher (reverse) −0.62
Teachers give me honest and believable comments on my work (reverse) −0.59
I ignore bad grades or comments 0.54

I ignore the comments teachers make about my work 0.50

Teachers’ comments on my work are often hard to understand 0.49
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