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Abstract 
For teachers, being able to provide feedback that learners can act upon is paramount for 

making learning how to write possible. A questionnaire was sent out to students in Swedish 

Upper Secondary School. The intent was to identify how students perceive feedback, as well 

as how they react and interpret the feedback they receive on written texts. The results are then 

used in a discussion that aims to draw attention to the potential implications that feedback 

may have on students’ motivation to write. In this study, Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick’s seven 

principles for feedback serve as a measurement for what constitutes good feedback. The 

results suggest that when a certain form of feedback is not commonly used by teachers or is 

used differently by different teachers, then the feedback becomes difficult to interpret for 

students. The respondents consider themselves regular recipients of feedback but struggle 

with interpreting feedback when there are variations in teachers’ practices in applying 

feedback.  
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1. Introduction 

The significance of formative assessment in facilitating L2-students’ learning is widely 

recognised, and the benefits of providing formative assessment to students have been verified 

numerous times (I.e. Black and William, 1998; Hattie, 1987; Crooks, 1988). However, little 

research has been done on the topic of students’ attitudes towards the formative assessment 

they receive. Emphasis has instead been put on the teachers’ application of formative 

assessment and their perspectives on what is considered useful feedback (Stern and Solomon, 

2006). Despite the extensive research on common practices of feedback, little guidance on 

how to apply feedback properly exists.  

Some attempts have been made towards identifying what value students see in formative 

assessment (I.e. Carvalho, Santos, Conboy, & Martins, 2014), however, the focus of such 

attempts has primarily been directed at formative assessment in general (I.e. Weaver M., 

2006). My emphasis will be on the English subject and on L2-students’ perception of 

formative assessment that they receive on written products in Swedish Upper Secondary 

School. According to Cushing Weigle (2011), writing has grown more important due to 

increased global interactions, and as a result, it has acquired a more prominent role in second-

language classrooms (p.1). The increased importance of writing makes assessment of writing 

more relevant than ever and making certain that such assessment encourages students to write 

should be paramount for teachers. It is due to this increased importance that I have chosen to 

put my emphasis on the skill of writing. According to Williams and Burden (2010), people 

are more likely to learn when motivated to do so (p. 111). Due to the observed impact 

teachers can have on students’ desire to learn (Lundahl, p. 514, 2014), motivating students 

should be considered a fundamental part of teachers’ role in the learning process. Failing to 

motivate students to write may significantly hamper their possibility to interact with the 

global community. Furthermore, students who perceive writing as an important skill, but see 

themselves as poor writers, may become unmotivated to develop their writing skill if they 

perceive the skill as too difficult to acquire (Williams and Burden, p. 106).  

One purpose of assessment is to inform students of where they are in relation to some goal or 

criterion. In essence, that purpose is summative. However, such information when provided 

correctly may provide students with enough direction to function formatively also, as well as 

provide motivation to continue writing texts. Unfortunately, weaker students may perceive 

the assessment to be of their person rather than merely of their text (Young, 2000). Therefore, 

the perception students have on assessment may significantly impact their motivation to learn 
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how to write. My attempt at contributing to this field is by investigating the topic of student 

attitudes towards, and perceptions of, formative assessment of their English writing skills 

because I want to find out if students and teachers perceive feedback differently, how the 

students react to teachers’ feedback, and what implications might arise for teachers.  

I will include a discussion on the potential implications that feedback may have on students’ 

motivation for further revision and production of written texts in the English subject, and how 

teachers can draw upon their students’ future aspirations to motivate them to encourage them 

in their learning process. Young (2000) demonstrates that formative assessment may have a 

negative effect on students as assessment can create the impression among weaker students 

that not only their writing but they, themselves, are being assessed. I hypothesise that such 

negative effects may occur if the formative assessment is not balanced between corrective 

feedback and praise, does not align with how students are used to receiving feedback or lacks 

clarity in direction or purpose. 

To investigate the question of “How do students’ in Upper Secondary School perceive 

formative assessment, and, by extension, how may formative assessment impact students’ 

motivation towards producing and revising written texts in the English subject?” I used a 

questionnaire aimed at students in Upper Secondary School that measured the following 

variables: (1) Students’ perceived value of formative assessment. (2) Students’ attitudes 

towards formative assessment. (3) Students’ preferred format of received feedback. (4) 

Students’ exposure to formative assessment. (5) Students’ ability to understand the received 

feedback. The reason for using a questionnaire, rather than interviews, is due to 

questionnaires being useful for “Highly focused elicitations of respondent self-reports about 

actions and attitudes” (Paltridge and Phakiti, p. 339, 2015). The questionnaire does not in 

itself examine the impact that formative assessment may have on students’ motivation. 

Instead, to investigate the potential impact on motivation, I look at the results in light of the 

threats to validity observed by Gustaf Skar (2013) and discuss what implications these may 

have for teachers. 

2. Theoretical Background 
One of the primary goals of the Swedish educational system is that the students develop a 

desire to learn for the full duration of life, to become life-long learners (Skolverket, p.5, 

2011). For students to become life-long learners, it is of utmost importance that the students 
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become self-regulating since the students upon leaving the classroom will be required to be 

able to motivate themselves, direct their behaviour, and make decisions that lead them closer 

towards various goals. Formative assessment may serve as a guide for students to develop the 

required skills to become self-regulating. Self-regulation is the ability of an individual to 

motivate themselves, assess their actions and discern between which actions move them 

towards a wanted goal, and away from an unwanted goal. 

It is through feedback that students encounter formative assessment. There are numerous 

ways through which feedback can be conveyed to the students. However, the practices of 

providing feedback have shown that teachers lean towards providing more corrective 

feedback, rather than praise (Lee, Mak and Burns, 2016). According to Brookhart (2008), 

feedback should be perceived as “just-in-time, just-for-me information delivered when and 

where it can do the most good” (as cited in Havnes, Smith, Dysthe & Ludvigsen, p.26, 2012). 

Because of feedback being construed in the moment a lot of individual responsibility rests 

with each teacher to make certain that they maintain a high degree of credibility in their 

assessment. Students expect the assessment they receive to be valid and reliable, and teachers 

expect their students to act on their feedback. Since both students have an interest in making 

certain that assessment is valid and reliable, they are both stakeholders in the process of 

assessment (Cushing Weigle, 2011). Before, during, and after assessment, the assessment has 

an impact on the students. Partly, through teachers’ expectations.   

Teachers’ expectations have proven to be highly influential on students’ motivation 

(Williams and Burden, 2010; Lundahl, 2014). Formative Assessment, depending on its 

design, may function as a positive or negative force on students’ motivation depending on 

how the assessment is perceived by the recipients. For assessment to be a positive 

motivational tool for students, it must uphold certain standards. The feedback should be 

perceived as valid, in that it measures what was intended to be measured, and reliable in the 

sense that the recipients should have no reason to question whether the feedback is fair, 

consistent and authentic. 

If students perceive their teachers’ feedback to lack validity or reliability, then the feedback 

can negatively impact students’ motivation by making them consider themselves pawns, 

rather than origins of their learning process. In this study, I use the concepts of Locus of 

Control and Locus of Causality in motivation to discuss the potential impact that low validity 

or reliability might have on students’ desire to learn how to write. 
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Lastly, I touch on the subject of the implications that extensive use of corrective feedback 

might have on students’ motivation to acquire the writing skill, and how teachers can use 

students’ hopes, dreams and aspirations as a device for encouraging learning how to write 

through the use of the motivational L2-self. 

2.1 Formative Assessment 
For this study, the sole focus is on the formative aspect of assessment. However, it is 

important to note that even though there are three distinct forms of assessment, they are not 

dislodged from each other but instead exist on a scale where the purpose of the assessment 

determines whether it is Diagnostic, Formative or Summative. 

While each of the three formats has distinctly different purposes, formative assessment is 

capable of to some extent fulfilling the expected purpose of the other two. First, diagnostic 

assessment is used as a measurement that teachers can draw on to adjust the level of what is 

being taught. However, formative assessment does to some extent provide teachers with the 

same measurement despite this not being its primary purpose. Similarly, summative 

assessment is intended to provide information about how well students in the end have 

achieved a specific goal or criterion (Taras, p. 468, 2005). However, by providing such 

information, students are also to some extent provided with indications of where the gap 

between their current level and any remaining goals or criteria they have yet to reach, thus 

making the summative assessment serve a formative role despite that not being the intended 

purpose. It would therefore seem reasonable to, as Taras suggest, perceive both Formative 

and Summative assessment as processes, where formative assessment contain an element of 

summative feedback (Taras, p. 468). When students are not given a chance to act on 

formative assessment, it is closer to summative than formative assessment which may be the 

case, especially in modular structures such as the one we have in the Swedish educational 

system.  

For this study, I used Sadler (1998) definition of formative assessment, which is “… 

assessment that is specifically intended to generate feedback on performance to improve and 

accelerate learning” (in Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, p. 199, 2006).  Formative assessment is 

also often referred to as “Assessment for learning” (Lundahl, p. 485, 2014) as the general 

intent of formative assessment is specifically to guide the student in some respect. Lastly, the 

proposed ‘gap’ between current knowledge and expected knowledge that is listed as one of 

Nichol and Macfarlane-Dick’s seven principles should be considered a core component of 
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formative assessment since: “… for assessment to be formative, it requires feedback which 

indicates the existence of a ‘gap’ between the actual level of the work being assessed and the 

required standard” (Taras, p. 2005).  

Hounsell (1997) observes that there is a rather large discrepancy between students’ and 

teachers’ conceptions of the purpose of the given feedback. Often when teachers provide 

feedback, the students interpret the feedback differently than its intended purpose. This slight 

discrepancy means that students are required to independently interpret the feedback in 

accordance with how the teachers intended it. Such independent actions require the students 

to be self-regulatory. Because of that, in this study, the premise for what constitutes good 

feedback is that it guides students to become more self-regulating and this will be illustrated 

by seven principles for good feedback as presented by Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006).   

2.1.1 Feedback 
To illustrate why teachers should bother with feedback, Stern and Solomon (2006) quote 

Wiggin’s (p. 33, 1997) summary of the importance of feedback. Wiggins argues that 

feedback is fundamental for learning to take place as it is not the teaching itself that causes 

learning. For learning to take place a learner has to be performing an action related to the 

learning based 1) on the feedback received and 2) the extent of potential application of the 

feedback. (In Stern and Solomon, p. 38-39, 2006).  

Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) argue that students should not be perceived as merely 

receiving and reacting to feedback, but also as participants that take on a proactive and self-

regulatory role. The importance of self-regulation is seemingly supported further by William 

and Burden (2010) who suggest the concept of dynamic assessment where the assessment is a 

result of the interaction between the teacher and the learner (page 42).  In light of this 

argument, they propose seven principles that constitute good feedback. According to Nicol 

and Macfarlane-Dick (2006), good feedback should (1) Clarify what good performance is. (2) 

Facilitate Self-Assessment. (3) Deliver high-quality feedback information. (4) Encourage 

teacher and peer dialogue. (5) Encourage positive motivation and self-esteem. (6) Provide 

opportunities to close the gap. Lastly, it should serve a diagnostic purpose where teachers can 

(7) Use feedback to improve teaching. (p. 203)  

From a psychological perspective, Feedback is defined by Williams and Burden (2010) as an 

action, or lack of action, that is intended to promote or discourage a certain behaviour in the 

student (p. 134). Teachers can positively affect students’ motivation by providing positive 
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feedback that inspires them to produce more texts (Bellah, 1995; Griffin, 1982, in Stern and 

Solomon, p. 26, 2006). Part of what can be accomplished with good feedback is to motivate 

students to revise their texts by providing them with information that guides them towards a 

set goal or criterion. However, in a study by Weaver (2006), it was concluded that, in 

academic settings, feedback is often provided, but the students have no opportunity to act 

upon the feedback. The results presented would according to Weaver indicate that “… the 

feedback does not contain enough to guide or motivate students, or they have insufficient 

understanding of academic discourse to interpret comments accurately” (p. 391-392).  

In the study conducted by Weaver (2006), comments the students’ lack of an opportunity to 

act upon feedback was partly accredited to the modular structure. In a modular structure, 

formative assessment is often given at the end, thus making it partly summative due to the 

lacking opportunity for the students to act on the feedback. In contrast, the summative 

assessment also plays a formative role as it informs students of how well their performance 

correlates to criterion for the assignment. The significant difference between the formative 

and the summative assessment in this situation is that unlike the formative assessment, no 

directions as to what is required for future production is given in the summative assessment. 

Furthermore, according to Lea and Street (2000, in Weaver, 2006) modularity could 

“negatively affect students’ understanding and use of feedback” (p. 382). 

According to Weaver (2006), the critique towards a modular system has been voiced both by 

Atkins (1995, in Weaver 2006) and Brown et al. (1997, in Weaver 2006). Primarily, the 

critique targets the limitations such a system may have on the usefulness of formative 

assessment due to the trend of providing feedback after the course has ended (Hartley & 

Chesworth, 2000; Wolf, 2004 in Weaver, 2006). Despite the different context, this problem is 

actualised in the Swedish Upper Secondary School due to a similar modular structure of the 

courses.  

When providing feedback, the teacher’s intended focus varies depending on the intended 

purpose of the assignment (Cushing Weigle, p.2). Lee, Leong, and Song (2017) suggest that 

the intended focus of the formative assessment is likely to be either purpose, content, 

structure, or language (p. 62). Also, written formative assessment may appear in the form of 

either symbols, abbreviations, short phrases or longer comments. However, checklists for 

both self-assessment (such as O’Malley & Pierce, p. 157), or peer-assessment are also fairly 

common practices for providing feedback. Furthermore, teachers may use rubrics as a 
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foundation for formative assessment. These rubrics are then used to illustrate which aspect of 

a criteria that have been met, and to what degree (Halden-Sullivan, 1996 in Stern and 

Solomon, p. 26, 2006).  

Lastly, teachers tend not to balance feedback. Instead, they focus on errors and what is 

possible to improve in texts rather than provide feedback that demonstrates what constitutes 

good performance (Lee, Mak and Burns, p. 249). According to Connor and Lunsford (1993), 

even feedback that begins with a positive message often turns negative towards the end (in 

Stern and Solomon, p. 24, 2006). Since feedback is often focused on correcting errors, the 

focus of this study will be on corrective feedback in written form. However, some inquiries 

about the use of Rubrics and Peer-feedback are also made.   

2.1.1.1 Peer feedback 
Peer-feedback is heavily supported in the curriculum. One of the core contents of the English 

subject states that the education should include “processing of their own and others oral and 

written products to create variation, clarification and specify, as well as to create structure 

and adapt according to purpose and situation.”(My Translation)1. With peer feedback, the 

students become active forces of both their own and their peers’ learning. Activating the 

students as tools for their own and others learning has proven useful. The assessment 

becomes an integrated part of the teaching that takes place. The intent with peer feedback is 

that students are made explicitly aware of what is expected from them. By evaluating other 

students’ texts, they are expected to become able to identify passages in their texts where 

similar elements become actualised (Lundahl, p. 485). According to Havnes, Smith, Dysthe 

and Ludvigsen (2012), peer-feedback is used sparingly as “Assessment and feedback is 

primarily an individual endeavour.” (p. 23). In this study, students’ exposure to peer-feedback 

is briefly examined. 

2.1.1.2 Written Corrective Feedback 
The most common variant of feedback in written form is that of Written Corrective 

Feedback. The intent with Written Corrective Feedback is to inform students of errors in the 

text by drawing the students’ attention to these errors either by explicitly pointing them out or 

implicitly informing students that they exist somewhere in the text. Depending on how self-

regulating the students are, the WCF may be presented in either focused or unfocused form, 

and the feedback can be either coded or uncoded. 

																																																													
1	Bearbetning	av	egna	och	andras	muntliga	och	skriftliga	framställningar	för	att	variera,	tydliggöra	och	
precisera	samt	för	att	skapa	struktur	och	anpassa	till	syftet	och	situationen.	(Skolverket,	p.	55)	



11	
	

What format of WCF teachers choose should be dependent on the level of the recipient. 

Unfortunately, according to Lee, Mak and Burns (2016) teachers neglect to apply the 

recommended practices for formative assessment, and instead they settle for “… playing the 

role of ‘error hunters’ (p.249).  The hunt for errors results in many students receiving 

feedback in the form of unfocused WCF where all errors are marked in a text. Overzealous 

application of unfocused WCF may lead to information overload. Information overload, 

according to Bitchener (2008), is when the sheer magnitude of information provided becomes 

overwhelming, and as such difficult or discouraging to act upon for the student. However, 

Lee, Mak and Burns (2016) note that some research has indicated that for more self-regulated 

learners unfocused WCF may be highly efficient (p. 250). In contrast, weaker students would 

instead be better off receiving focused WCF where only a limited number of different errors 

would be pointed out for the student to correct.  

The choice of whether to use indirect or direct WCF is regulated by whether the error the 

feedback targets is rule-governed or not. Errors that are rule-governed have clear solutions to 

them. For example, using ‘is/are’ wrongly would be a clear example of where an error is rule-

governed as there are distinct grammatical rules for when ‘is’ or ‘are’ would be correct. 

According to Lee, Mak and Burns (2016) teachers ought to give more indirect WCF – where 

the error is pointed out, but not clarified to the student. (For example: by providing brief 

comments as in question 12 where the teacher points out that the student should look through 

S-V agreements throughout the text)– when the feedback is targeted at a component in the 

text that is rule-governed (p. 251). Applying indirect feedback in such a case would require 

the student to decipher what their teacher wants them to do with the feedback. Lee, Mak and 

Burns (ib.) claim that “… indirect WCF engages students in ‘guided learning and problem-

solving’ (Lalande, 1982, p. 143 in Lee, Mak, and Burns, 2016), thereby “fostering reflection 

upon their existing knowledge or partially internalised knowledge” (Lee, Mak and Burns, 

2016, p. 251). Furthermore, WCF may be divided into coded (where the teacher provides 

hints as to expected corrections. As in the example on image 13 where the teacher mentions 

“S-V agreement”), and uncoded feedback (where the students are given feedback that 

immediately offers the required solution. For example, by the teacher crossing over a 

misspelled word and providing the correct spelling) (Ib.). Whether coded or uncoded WCF is 

the most beneficial is still debated, but according to Lee, Mak and Burns (ib.), no significant 

difference has been observed regarding whether coded or uncoded WCF would be more 

beneficial. However, they note that “In contexts where teachers are used to giving direct 
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WCF, coded WCF can be considered an innovation and has potential to foster students’ 

cognitive engagement” (p. 251).  

In conclusion, even though Lee, Mak and Burns (Ib.) cite numerous sources that seem to 

point to the benefits of preferring a more indirect form of WCF, they also state that the 

proved benefits as to whether indirect should be preferred or not are inconclusive (p. 251). 

The recommended practice seems to suggest that for weaker students, more explicit feedback 

is required. However, more capable students can benefit greatly from more implicit feedback 

that require them to reflect on the meaning of the feedback. However, for these students to 

benefit, it is imperative that they are self-regulatory. 

2.1.2 Self-regulation 
The ability to interpret feedback is directly tied to an individual’s cognitive ability to regulate 

their thinking. Feedback that provides little apparent direction on a current text might still 

serve as a guide for further productions of texts. However, this requires a certain degree of 

self-regulation from the students. In “Student motivation and self-regulation learning in the 

college classroom” by Pintrich and Zusho (2002) self-regulation is defined as the extent to 

which students can alter their motivation, behaviour and thinking during the learning process 

(p.58-59).  

 

The Swedish curriculum supports Self-regulation as a concept through the goal which states 

that “In school, the students are expected to receive a chance to develop their ability to take 

the initiative and responsibility to work individually and together with others” (My 

translation)2. Furthermore, in the curriculum one of the overarching guidelines for teachers is 

that students “… Successively get more numerous and more extensive independent tasks and 

increased individual responsibility” (My translation)3. Finally, part of the purpose of the 

English subject in Swedish Upper Secondary School is stated to be that “The education shall 

… contribute to students developing an understanding of how to search, evaluate, choose, and 

apply various sources for information, knowledge, and experiences” (My translation)4.  In 

accordance with the curriculum, teachers should aspire to make their students as self-

																																																													
2	”Eleverna	ska	i	skolan	få	utveckla	sin	förmåga	att	ta	initiativ	och	ansvar	och	att	arbeta	både	självständigt	och	
tillsammans	med	andra.”	(Skolverket,	2011,	p.	7).	
3	successivt	får	fler	och	större	självständiga	uppgifter	och	ökat	eget	ansvar”	(skolverket,	2011,	p.	11)	
4	Undervisningen	ska	…	bidra	till	att	eleverna	utvecklar	förståelse	av	hur	man	söker,	värderar,	väljer	och	
tillägnar	sig	innehåll	från	olika	källor	för	information,	kunskaper	och	upplevelser”	(Skolverket,	p.	53)	
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regulating as possible. In this study, self-regulation is investigated by measuring how well the 

respondents can interpret various types of written feedback. 

 

2.2 Validity and Reliability 

In this study, validity and reliability are not directly measured with the questionnaire. 

However, when providing assessment, it is imperative that the validity of the assessment 

itself, and the reliability of the teacher’s assessment, can be seen as trustworthy by the 

students. As the study investigates how students interpret feedback, the possibility that 

students and teachers differing perceptions can lead to problems pertaining to either of those 

concepts. Therefore, the purpose of validity and reliability in this study is to provide a 

foundation for how assessment can negatively affect students’ perceptions and attitudes of 

assessment, which, in turn, can affect their motivation to write. The factor of validity and 

reliability that become relevant for this study is the quality of Impact which is one of the six 

factors that should be taken into consideration for written assignments according to Bachman 

and Palmer – Construct Validity, Reliability, interactiveness, authenticity, impact and 

practicality (as cited in Cushing Weigle, p. 48, 2011). 

Impact is “… the effect that tests have on individuals (particularly test-takers and teachers) 

and larger systems” (Cushing Weigle p. 53, 2011). Since the focus of this study is on the 

students, the relevance of impact is restricted to the test-takers. The test-takers are affected in 

three ways by any single test: The preparatory experience that precedes the test, and the 

taking of the test; the feedback received on their performance; lastly, the decisions made 

based on their results (Bachman and Palmer in Cushing Weigle, p. 55). At all three stages of 

impact, the students’ motivation is of significant importance. If the students lack motivation, 

they may neglect to prepare for the assignment, thus potentially leading to weaker 

performance which in turn affects the results. 

To demonstrate the problems that may arise when the validity or reliability is in question, I 

draw on the problems observed by Gustaf Skar (2013). Gustaf Skar (ib.) presents several 

potential problems with validity and reliability that may occur when assessing writing within 

Swedish Upper Secondary School. Skar (ib.) notes that these potential problems are 

somewhat dependant on the differing views that teachers hold regarding what should be 

considered writing, how writing should be taught, and how it should be assessed (p. 187). 

The differences between teachers’ perceptions lead to differences in how students are 
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assessed between classes, programs, and schools. Therefore, the assessment one class receive 

on writing may differ from the assessment in other classes. As Young (2000) found, weaker 

students are likely to consider assessment on their texts to also be assessments of their person 

(in Weaver, p.381). Assessment, and teaching, that differ between classes may result in 

students questioning the validity or reliability of the assessment, especially if the same 

teacher assesses two classes differently. Skar (ib.) proposes three potential threats for teachers 

to be aware of regarding the validity of any assessment.  

First, regarding interpretations of students’ texts, or answers on assignments, and responses to 

feedback.  Skar (ib.) claims that there are five possible situations where this problem may be 

actualised and that these situations all lead to various complications that might lower the 

validity of the teachers’ assessment. These situations may arise when (1) teachers do not 

provide explicit explanations of what is meant with a grade or score, (2) when teachers and 

students’ have differing viewpoints on what is meant with a certain grade, (3) when teachers’ 

assessment of their students’ ability to produce texts do not align with the construct of the 

assessment, (4) when teachers use unclear grading criteria that do not overlap well with the 

construct of the assessment, and finally, (5) when teachers administer assessments that differ 

from the interpretations of the students' responses (Skar, p. 190). 

Second, the threat to the validity in the application of the assessment. Skar (ib.) proposes that 

teachers should make explicit the usage of any information for assessing any individual task. 

Furthermore, the teachers should make certain that their assessment is justifiable by 

providing explicit support in the student’s text which increases the degree of validity in the 

assessment. Lastly, teachers should not expect their students to always make the most 

beneficial decisions for their learning process (p. 191-192). The solution according to Skar 

(ib.) is for the teachers to retain a high degree of transparency in their assessment, by being 

able to substantiate any assessment with relevant documentation or exemplification the 

teacher can remove any suspicion of variation in the assessment.   

Lastly, Skar (ib.) touches on the notion of the equal assessment. In regards to this, the only 

threat is simply that the assessment is inconsistently performed among students (p. 193). The 

problem that may arise with inconsistent assessment is that students may lose trust in the 

individual teacher’s assessment, which would lower the reliability. This problem with 

reliability is shaped through the notion that students have been granted an opportunity to 

learn what is being assessed – construct validity – but according to Skar (ib.), previous 
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research indicates that students are often not offered any assistance aside from the initial 

instructions included in any given task. According to Skar (ib.), “… a potential consequence 

is that students’ background and access to external resources gain increased importance.” 

(My translation)5 and there is some evidence that supports this in the Swedish PISA results 

from 2010 (p. 193). 

The findings by Skar (ib.) indicate that there are significant differences among teachers’ 

perception of assessment of writing. Because of these, the reliability of the assessment must 

be taken into consideration since each teacher may have a different take on what constitutes 

good assessment practice. Therefore, there is both a discrepancy among teachers (Skar, 2013) 

and a discrepancy between teachers and students (Norton, 1990; Hounsell, 1997). For this 

study, Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick’s seven principles are used as a foundation for what 

constitutes good feedback to overcome this discrepancy between teachers. 

Finally, the discrepancy between how teachers and students view assessment has been 

observed both by Norton (1990) and Hounsel (1997). According to Skar (2013) students that 

experience a discrepancy between what they expect the assessment to measure, and what is 

assessed, might distrust the validity of the teachers’ assessment. Lacking trust in the validity 

of the assessor’s feedback may lead to the student experiencing what William and Burden 

(2010) call “Learner Helplessness”, which is when the students feel that they have lost all 

control over their learning and they lose all motivation to try to succeed (p. 128). 

2.3 Motivation 
In this study, motivation is used primarily for the didactic discussion regarding the potential 

implications that formative assessment may have on students writing. However, the 

questionnaire asks the respondents to reflect on how they perceive Nicol and Macfarlane-

Dick’s principles, among which number five (Encourage positive motivation and self-esteem) 

makes motivation relevant. 

Regardless of whether one subscribes to a behaviouristic view, where motivation is achieved 

by extrinsic reward or punishment, a cognitivist view, where the students’ choice to 

undertake a task is at the core, or a social constructivist view, where motivation is seen as 

manifested differently in different individuals, the idea that individuals learn better when 

motivated to do so remains intact.  For this study, the proposed social constructivist definition 
																																																													
5	En	tänkbar	konsekvens	av	detta	är	att	elevers	bakgrund	och	tillgång	till	externa	resurser	får	ökad	betydelse.	
(Skar,	p.	193,	2013)	
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where motivation is “a state of cognitive and emotional arousal, which leads to a conscious 

decision to act, and gives rise to a period of sustained intellectual or physical effort in order to 

attain a previously set goal (or goals)” (p. 120) will be used.  

Williams and Burden (2010) propose that motivation should be seen as an ongoing process 

that takes place in three distinct steps, rather than merely something that is being sparked and 

then left burning on its own (p.121). Therefore, they suggest that motivation begins forming 

when an individual finds a reason to do something. It is further sparked once the perceived 

value of the activity is seen as greater than the required effort to perform the task, at which 

time the individual decides to begin performing said action. In the third and final step, 

motivation is sustained by the individual making progress and persisting in the ongoing task 

(p. 120-121). 

The motivation for undertaking a task may be due to either intrinsic or extrinsic reasons. The 

reason may be that the task is seen as valuable in itself by the learner, thus making it 

intrinsically motivated. Alternatively, the task may lead to a valuable result for the learner, 

thus making it an instrument for reaching a wanted result, which makes it extrinsically 

motivated.  To summarise motivation as defined by Williams and Burden (2010): If the 

extrinsic or intrinsic value overshadows the required effort, the individual is likely to both 

start, persist and finish the task to reap the potential rewards. However, regardless of the 

reason, the individual must decide on his own to act, or he may not perceive himself as being 

in control over his learning. 

2.3.1 Locus of Control and Locus of Causality 

How motivated students are towards learning is directly tied to how much control they 

perceive that they have over their learning process. According to Richard De Charms’ 

concept of ‘Locus of Causality’, students who do not perceive themselves as the origin of 

their actions may perceive themselves as forced to perform a certain action (I.e. producing 

texts). Students who see no value in producing texts would be inclined to consider themselves 

forced to write. These students would likely credit any action, or lack thereof, to the lack of 

choice on their behalf, thus acquitting them of personal responsibility. On the other hand, 

students who do not see themselves as forced but instead as being the originating source of 

their actions are more likely to claim personal responsibility (as cited in Williams and 

Burden, p. 128, 2010). What individuals choose to attribute outcomes to in various events in 

life is dependent on whether or not they perceive themselves to be in control over these 
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events. Individuals who believe themselves not to be in control are likely to attribute the 

outcome to external factors such as “… fate, luck or other people …” (Williams and Burden, 

p. 101) In contrast, individuals who feel that they are in control will instead be inclined to 

claim personal responsibility for the outcome of such events (Williams and Burden, p. 101).  

Furthermore, to which degree the students perceive various factors to be stable –and therefore 

unchangeable, or unstable – and thus possible to effect – has a significant effect on the 

amount of effort they are willing to invest in a given task (Williams and Burden, p. 105-106). 

If, for instance, learning to write in English is perceived as a stable, but difficult task that 

students do not believe that they possess the ability to accomplish, then they are unlikely to 

try to improve. However, if the students believe that the potential difficulty of learning how 

to write can be influenced by the amount of effort they are willing to invest, then they are 

more likely to make an effort (Williams and Burden, p. 106).  In extreme cases, where the 

students perceive themselves to lack control entirely, the outcome may be ‘Learner 

helplessness’ (Seligman, 1975, in Williams and Burden, p. 128). Teachers may attempt to 

counteract learner helplessness by making students explicitly aware of how writing may be a 

useful tool for them in some respect. For this study, the means of which teachers can make 

the usefulness of writing explicit is by drawing upon Dörnyei and Ushioda’s (2009) concept 

of the motivational L2-self. 

2.3.2 The motivational L2-self 

Dörnyei and Ushioda (2009) write about the concept of the motivational L2-self where the 

central idea is that individuals strive for what they call the ideal self, which is the collection 

of attributes that the individual dreams, hopes or wishes to possess (p. 4). In contrast to the 

ideal self, there is the feared self which discourages individuals from behaviour that pushes 

them further from the ideal self. (Dörnyei and Ushioda, p. 21-22) Lastly, there is the ought-to 

self, which is the collection of attributes that the individual perceives as ones they should 

possess, regardless of whether these attributes are wanted because of their intrinsic value, or 

whether an external force (such as a significant other) wishes for the individual to possess 

them (p. 4). As teachers, a potentially fruitful endeavour would be to have students 

understand how writing plays a vital part in becoming their ideal selves. A basic hypothesis 

for l2-learners, according to Dörnyei and Ushioda is that:  

“… if proficiency in the target language is part and parcel of one’s ideal or ought-to 

self, this will serve as a powerful motivator to learn the language because of our 



18	
	

psychological desire to reduce the discrepancy between our current and possible 

future selves.” (p. 4) 

All of the above selves fall under the concept of the possible selves. The possible selves are a 

representation of all the possible outcomes that individuals can imagine themselves becoming 

sometime in the future, regardless of whether they are wanted or unwanted by either the 

student or a significant other. Lundahl writes that “Even though the relation between 

motivation and success is complex, teachers’ expectations have proven to be significantly 

important for students’ motivation and success” (My translation)6. The importance of the 

teacher for students’ motivation would, therefore, mean that students’ future selves should be 

considered highly subjected to extrinsic motivators. For example, a student may shy away 

from certain behaviour if such behaviour, according to the student, would lead to social 

repercussions.  

3. Methods  

3.1 Procedure and Materials  

The field study was conducted using a questionnaire initially consisting of 22 questions 

asking respondents to answer both quantitative and qualitative questions. The decision to use 

a questionnaire was based in part due to the possibility to gather large amounts of data, in part 

due to the research question targeting attitudes in a rather unexplored field. According to 

Paltridge and Phakiti (2015): “Questionnaires are particularly useful for exploratory studies 

into writing attitudes and behaviours and for identifying issues that can be followed-up later 

by more in-depth methods “(p. 339). Therefore, the purpose of this study: to identify attitudes 

about specifically writing skills and the assessment received on said skills in an L2 setting, 

would suggest that a questionnaire would be a more reasonable alternative than, for instance, 

interviews.  

The questionnaire was piloted in three steps before it went live. First, the questionnaire was 

tested with three students at Orebro University’s teachers’ programme. At this stage, the 

variables were reduced from seven to four. The questionnaire was then tested with two other 

students in the same program with the following results: Two questions were clarified; one 

question was added, and two questions were removed. In a final step, nine students tested the 

																																																													
6	Även	om	förhållandet	mellan	motivation	och	framgång	inte	är	enkelt,	har	lärarens	förväntningar	visat	sig	ha	
stor	betydelse	för	elevers	motivation	och	framgång	(p.	513–514)	
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questionnaire among whom three did not respond, resulting in a 67% response rate. The 

average time for responding to the questionnaire was clocked to roughly 12 minutes. The 

result was that none of the students believed that any question needed changing, but after 

reviewing their answers, one question received an additional alternative for answers.  

The final iteration of the questionnaire contains 20 questions (See: Appendix 1) out of which 

16 are quantitative, and four are qualitative. Furthermore, it contains three additional 

questions, one asking the students’ whether they are male or female, as well as the two 

questions: “Is there anything you feel was missing from the questionnaire?”, and “Is there 

anything else you would like to add?” to catch any potential mistakes in the questionnaire, 

but also give the respondents an opportunity to provide feedback about potential oversights in 

general, and in the structure of the questionnaire. 

The questions were divided into five categories, and the following five variables were tested 

as a result: (1) Students’ exposure to formative assessment. (2) Students’ attitudes towards 

formative assessment. (3) Students’ preferred format of received feedback. (4) Students’ 

perceived value of formative assessment. (5) Students’ ability to understand the received 

feedback.  The variables were tested through the questions indicated in Table 1. 

Table	1	

VARIABLE TESTED QUESTION # 

EXPOSURE 2, 3, 4, 6 

ATTITUDE 9, 20 

PREFERRED FORMAT 7, 10, 14 

PERCEIVED VALUE 5, 8, 15, 18 

COMPREHENSION 11, 12, 13, 16, 17, 19 

 

The four qualitative questions required coding. The nature of these questions required little 

outside of comparing how well the intended purpose of the assessment in the images for 

questions 11, 12 and 13 (see appendix 1) overlapped with the answers of the respondents. 

The images consisted of three paragraphs from a student’s book report. These images had 

been assessed by that student’s teacher. Some of the teacher’s assessment was removed for 

clarification to the respondents (From each image, all assessment that was not in the format 
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asked about was removed.). This teacher was then asked to explain what his intended purpose 

was with the feedback. These answers resulted in the key presented in Table 2. 

Table	2	

IMAGE FEEDBACK PURPOSE 

11 – Symbols Underlined Simplification / wordy 

sentence 

11 – Symbols Encircled Spellchecking / Grammar 

12 – Comments Positive Comment Symbolic / encouragement 

12 – Comments S-V Agreement Coded instruction 

13 – Words Tempus Coded instruction 

13 – Words Introduce Topic Uncoded instruction 

13 – Words Tempus Coded instruction 

13 – Words S-V Agreement Coded instruction 

 

Each of the images contained a series of symbols, words or sentences that were aimed at 

correcting some error in the text. The respondents’ answers were then compared to the 

intended purpose presented in Table 2, and the answers were then split into three categories 

based on whether they (1) Understood, (2) Misunderstood or if their response was (3) 

Unclear. Lastly, one image contained a rubric that was in part filled in with colour. The 

colour specified to what extent a certain knowledge requirement had been met by the student. 

Green colour meant that the student had met that requirement. Yellow colour meant that the 

student had met that requirement partly. Uncoloured indicated that the knowledge 

requirement was either irrelevant for the task or had not been met. 

The final qualitative question asked the respondents whether or not they perceived there to be 

situations when feedback should not be given and the underlying reason, if there were any 

such situations. The coding based on the respondents’ answers resulted in three categories 

where respondents (1) did not think there was any such situation, (2) Feedback was not 

warranted because of text content, and (3) Feedback was not warranted because the 

respondent requested not to receive feedback. 

The questionnaire was sent out to several headmasters of Upper Secondary Schools. These 

headmasters then dispatched the questionnaire to English subject teachers in their school, 
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with information stating that participation was voluntary, the purpose of the survey, and what 

the data collected would be used for, as well as contact information. In the questionnaire, a 

brief definition of Formative Assessment was included. 

3.2 Participants 

The participants have been gathered from several schools around Sweden. The questionnaire 

went out to a total of 189 students in Upper Secondary School. Out of the 189 students asked 

to respond, 43 returned with answered questionnaires. This equates to a response rate of 

22.7%. One potential reason for the low response rate may be that at the time when the 

questionnaire was administered, the students were currently in the process of completing the 

national tests for upper secondary school. Not all respondents answered all questions. 

However, the fall off within the questionnaire is almost entirely negligible, with most 

questions receiving 42-43 answers. Due to the low number of respondents, no generalisations 

outside of the sample group can be made as statistical significance could not be established. 

4. Results  

The purpose of this study is to identify how students’ attitudes about formative assessment 

may differ, how often they receive feedback, how valuable the students perceive formative 

assessment to be, what that value may be, and to what degree students understand this 

assessment.  The intention is to probe a field of research explored extensively, but where the 

research conducted has largely focused on merely one group of stakeholders in the 

assessment process, the teachers.  

4.1 Exposure to Feedback 

The respondents were asked if they were familiar with the term Formative Assessment, to 

what extent they receive feedback on written texts, and in what form. Lastly, an inquiry about 

how often students use peer-feedback was made.  
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The results suggest that in these classes, formative assessment is not a term that is used 

explicitly. Even though the students often receive feedback, they have little recognition of the 

concept of formative assessment. Only six out of 43 respondents indicated that they had 

previously heard of the term ‘Formative Assessment’. This would indicate that roughly 14% 

of the respondents could be considered explicitly aware of the concept of Formative 

Assessment.  

Explicit awareness aside, all respondents had implicitly experienced formative assessment as 

no respondent had never received feedback in any shape or form. Furthermore, the type of 

feedback that the recipients perceived themselves as receiving was quite varied. Certain 

formats seem to be more common in this group of respondents with comments, single words 

and symbols being used on a more regular basis than the others (Figure 1), but not to any 

significant extent. Only one format of feedback was ‘always’ received by any significant 

margin: Words or short phrases. 

Roughly 29% of the respondents consider themselves to be exposed to feedback often. 

Meanwhile, roughly 38% of the respondents perceive themselves as occasionally exposed to 

feedback, and, finally, roughly 34% are rarely exposed to feedback. None of the respondents 

was never exposed to any form of feedback. Some differences to the above can be found 

when the feedback is on written texts as seen in figure 2.  

Comments	 Single	
Words	

Symbols	 Rubrics	 Checklists	 Spoken	
Feedback	

Peer	
Feedback	

Always	 0	 11	 3	 0	 0	 0	 3	

Ocen	 18	 14	 11	 11	 0	 7	 7	

Somedmes	 22	 7	 11	 11	 14	 29	 18	

Rarely	 3	 11	 7	 3	 7	 3	 14	

Never	 0	 0	 11	 18	 21	 3	 0	

AMOUNT	AND	FORMAT	OF	RECEIVED	FEEDBACK	
Never	 Rarely	 Somedmes	 Ocen	 Always	

Figure	1 
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Figure	2	

The number of respondents answering that they receive feedback on their texts shifted 

positively when the writing skill was targeted. In this case, 77% agreed that they often 

receive feedback on their texts. 15% stated that they occasionally received feedback, and the 

remaining 8% disagreed, instead stating that they seldom received feedback on their texts. 

However, once more, all of the respondents were at some point the recipient of feedback. 

In conclusion, students in this sample consider themselves exposed to formative assessment 

in various forms of feedback with 29% of the students claiming that they receive at least one, 

but in many cases several, forms of feedback on a regular basis. In this study, for feedback to 

be considered regular, the respondents had to answer Often, or Always. The format teachers 

use to provide feedback seems to be rather diversified in this group as students see 

themselves as regular recipients of comments, words, symbols, spoken feedback, and rubrics 

as well as peer feedback. Among the formats inquired about, the least used format seems to 

be the checklists which ~ 50% of the respondents were occasionally, or at least rarely, 

exposed to as feedback. However, none of the respondents received feedback in this form on 

a regular basis. In contrast, the most commonly used form of feedback was that of single 

words, which 25 respondents (~58 %) indicated that they would always or often receive as 

feedback. The closest contender being comments which none of the respondents said they 

always receive, but that 18 (~42 %) answered that they would often receive. Finally, in this 

group of respondents there seem to be widespread use of peer-feedback although the amount 

may be rather scarce as only 10 (~23 %) respondents often, or always, use peer feedback in 

the classroom. 

Strongly	Agree,	13,	
31%	

Slightly	Agree,	20,	
48%	

Neither	agree	nor	
disagree,	6,	14%	

Slightly	Disagree,	3,	
7%	

Strongly	Disagree,	
0,	0%	

EXPOSURE	TO	FEEDBACK	ON	WRITTEN	TEXTS	



24	
	

4.2 Attitudes to Feedback 

 An investigation as to whether feedback should or should not be given in certain situations 

was conducted by first asking the students if there are situations when they believe that 

feedback is not suitable, and why that might be the case. In general, the respondents seem to 

lean towards feedback always being warranted. However, certain respondents commented 

that texts with personal content could be bothersome to receive feedback on. Some 

respondents also suggested that they should be allowed to opt out of feedback. Two 

respondents chose not to answer this question. Among the respondents, 15 (~37 %) agreed 

that there might be situations when feedback is not warranted. 6 (15 %) respondents were 

uncertain or did not take a stance on the matter. The remaining 20 (47 %) respondents 

disagreed with the statement that “I believe that there are times when teachers should not give 

me feedback on my texts”.  

	

Figure	3	

 Among the respondents who stated that such a situation might exist, 13 out of 21 provided 

examples of a situation when that would be the case. Among the respondents stating that they 

did not want feedback due to personal content, the primary reasons for not wanting the 

feedback on such texts was due to the content of the text. Two respondents wrote that “When 

my grandmother died” (My translation)7, and “When I had surgery” (My translation)8. Since 

the question pertained specifically to feedback on texts, the conclusion I have drawn is that it 

relates to the content of these texts. However, I want to mention the possibility that they were 

																																																													
7	“När	min	mormor	dog”	
8	“När	jag	opererades”	

20	

6	

7	

8	

Feedback	should	not	be	given	

Feedback	should	always	be	given	 On	texts	with	personal	content	

When	no	feedback	is	requested	 Situadons	exists	-	no	example	
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merely talking in general about the specific point in time when the event occurred. In the 

remaining four responses about personal content, the respondents answered with little 

information as to the situation with answers such as: “If I write about myself” (My 

translation)9. 

Seven respondents also answered that it should be possible to opt-out of feedback. The reason 

as to why that should be was not clarified. The answers provided only indicated that they 

would like for that to be an alternative, for instance through answers such as “When I ask not 

to have it” (My translation)”10, or “Only when I ask for that to be the situation”. 

In conclusion, roughly half of the respondents suggested that there might be situations when 

they would like not to receive feedback. The answers regarding such a situation would 

suggest that the two situations that the respondents could think of are related to troublesome 

personal situations, and a matter of choice on the respondents’ behalf. However, most 

respondents who claimed such a situation might exist did not provide an example. 

4.3 Preferred Form 

The respondents were asked to answer a series of questions regarding whether they prefer a 

specific form of the assessment they receive.  The alternatives they could choose between are 

the ones present in Figure 1, minus the checklist, rubrics, and spoken feedback. The 

respondents were also asked if they preferred longer, or shorter feedback (figure 4).  Lastly, 

the respondents were asked to choose which of the formats presented in the images of 

questions 11, 12, and 13 (See appendix 1) they would consider the most preferable.   

																																																													
9	“Om	jag	berättar	om	mig	själv”	
10	”bara	om	jag	ber	om	att	få	det”	
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Figure	4	

The respondents seem to consider longer commentary the more useful variant of feedback in 

comparison to shorter feedback (Figure 4).   None of the respondents wanted their teachers’ 

feedback to be in words whereas 30 respondents (~70 %) stated that they preferred longer 

commentary. This changes slightly once more alternatives are presented, as seen in Figure 5 

below. 

	
Figure	5	

The majority of these respondents seem to prefer commentary.  26 (~62%) of the respondents 

claim to prefer longer written comments from their teachers. However, 10 (~24%) of the 

respondents chose to respond with “other”. The respondents who answered “other” still 

preferred comments to a large extent, but stated that it needed supplementing with either 

Fewer	Words	 Comments	
Strongly	Agree	 0	 13	

Agree	 0	 17	

Neither	Agree	nor	disagree	 13	 6	

Disagree	 23	 3	

Strongly	disagree	 6	 3	

Preferred	form	of	assessment	

26	6	

0	0	

10	

Preferred	format	

Comments	 Symbols	 Words	 No	preference	 Other	
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spoken feedback or symbols. Answers ranged from more unspecific “I want a mix” (My 

translation)11, to “I would like a combination of symbols and commentary …” (My 

translation)12. No respondents claimed to prefer just single words or to have no preference on 

the matter. 

In conclusion, longer, more fleshed out commentary seems to be preferred by this group of 

students. However, some indications that commentary may not be sufficient on its own can 

be found.  

4.4 Perceived Value 

To investigate the matter of what use they see in formative assessment, the respondents were 

asked to respond to statements about the benefits of formative assessment, both regarding 

editing, and improving their texts. Furthermore, the respondents’ were asked to take a stance 

on whether they agreed that good feedback should align with the purpose of the first six 

principles suggested by Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) as seen in figure 7. The seventh 

principle was omitted from the questionnaire as it is aimed at the teachers. Lastly, the 

respondents’ were asked to agree or disagree with statements of whether feedback can be 

useful for editing or improving their texts (Figure 6), as well as answer whether they 

perceived peer-feedback to be useful for editing texts. 

	

Figure	6	

																																																													
11	“Jag	vill	ha	en	blandning”	
12	”Jag	skulle	vilja	ha	en	kombination	mellan	symboler	och	kommentarer	…”	

Value	for	
edidng	wridng	

Value	for	
improving	
wridng	

Peer	feedback	
for	edidng	
wridng	

Strongly	Agree	 16	 16	 10	

Agree	 20	 16	 20	

Neither	agree	nor	disagree	 6	 10	 13	

Disagree	 0	 0	 0	

Strongly	Disagree	 0	 0	 0	

Perceived	Value	of	Feedback	
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As can be seen in Figure 6, most of the respondents agree that formative assessment is 

beneficial for both improving and editing written texts. The respondents have a slightly more 

cautious attitude towards peer feedback as a useful tool, but even here 30 (~70 %) agree that 

it can serve a purpose for editing texts. Furthermore, there is a slight discrepancy (4 

respondents, or ~9%) between editing and improving writing. This discrepancy seems to 

appear exclusively in between the respondents that chose not to agree nor disagree, and those 

who agree that formative assessment serve a purpose for editing and improving writing.  

I wanted to determine whether or not the students agreed that good formative assessment 

aligns with the proposed principles by Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (ib.). To investigate 

whether students’ perception of formative assessment aligned, I asked the respondents to 

answer six statements about what purpose formative assessment may have for them as 

students (figure 7).  

	

Figure	7	

	

The results seem to lend support to Nicol and Macfarlane-Dicks suggested principles (ib.) as 

all of the principles were responded to positively.  The respondents appear to view the ‘gap’, 

and self-reflection most positively. All of the respondents positively responded to feedback as 

useful for closing the gap. Likewise, only 3 (7%) respondents replied that feedback did not 

encourage self-reflection. However, all of the suggested components are responded to 

positively, with peer-interaction and motivation standing out as the ones with the most 

Close	the	
gap	

Inspire	to	
write	

Encourag
e	

reflecdon	

Modvates	 Peer-
interacdo

n	

Text	
improvem

ents	
Strongly	Agree	 36	 5	 22	 14	 10	 11	

Agree	 7	 29	 18	 14	 20	 20	

Uncertain	 0	 3	 0	 5	 2	 0	

Disagree	 0	 3	 3	 7	 11	 4	

Strongly	Disagree	 0	 3	 0	 3	 0	 6	

The	use	of	formadve	assessment	according	to	respondents	
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negative responses. The largest number of negative responses regarded peer interaction, but 

even there, only 11 (~26 %) of the respondents disagree with Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick.  

In conclusion, the respondents seem to agree with Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick regarding what 

constitutes good feedback. The respondents seem to perceive feedback as primarily beneficial 

for closing the knowledge gap between current knowledge and expected knowledge for a 

higher grade. While the respondents agree that formative assessment is also useful for 

improving texts, they are less inclined to agree strongly with this claim. 

4.5 Comprehension of Feedback 

The respondents were asked whether or not they often wondered about on the meaning of the 

feedback they received. They were asked to look at three images of feedback on different 

parts of an authentic student text with assessment provided on it (See image 11, 12 and 13 in 

appendix 1). The respondents were then asked to identify the purpose of the feedback. 

Furthermore, the respondents were presented with a fourth image containing a rubric filled 

out in part in colour to illustrate where in relation to the criteria the student is currently 

situated, the rubric portrayed the knowledge requirements of the course English 6 in Swedish 

upper secondary school.  Finally, they were asked if they would know what to do if they were 

presented with such feedback. 

	

Figure	8 

Ocen	wonder	what	
feedback	meant	

Would	understand	the	
rubric	

Strongly	Agree	

Agree	 13	 23	

Neither	 16	 6	

Disagree	 10	 7	

Strongly	Disagree	 3	 6	

Comprehension	of	feedback	
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The respondents claimed they would overall be able to understand the coloured rubric. There 

is slight a discrepancy between recipients of rubrics as a form of feedback, and the 

respondents’ ability to interpret it as 18 of the respondents claimed to never receive feedback 

in the format of rubrics (Figure 1), yet only 13 state that they would not understand the 

rubric. Furthermore, even though 23 of the respondents state that they would certainly 

understand such a rubric, only 11 are regularly exposed to feedback in that format (Figure 1). 

Only 13 (~30%) of the respondents replied that they often would struggle with interpreting 

feedback. This could indicate that the respondents either did not respond truthfully, that the 

rubric is in itself self-explanatory, or that the students had begun to skim through the 

questionnaire. 

With regard to the first of the images containing assessment, respondents were asked about 

the purpose of a series of symbols. In table 2, the key for how these symbols were intended to 

be interpreted has been provided. In figure 9 it is possible to see how well the respondents 

understood the feedback. These questions had by far the lowest number of respondents, and 

seven respondents did not answer question 13.  

	

Figure	9	

Overall, the respondents understood the feedback rather well. However, many of the 

respondents significantly disagreed with what the intended purpose of the underlined 

sentence was in the image for question 11 about symbols. Several of the respondents 
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reasoned that “underlining a sentence means it is good” (My translation)13, one respondent 

going showed some restraint, instead offering the plausibility that the purpose of the feedback 

might differ depending on what teacher provides the feedback: “I know for a fact that if it is 

one of my teachers who has underlined sentences means it is good, in her feedback 

underlining meant that the sentence was good”. As can be seen in the key for these images, 

the intended purpose is to have the recipient of the feedback “simplify a wordy sentence”.   

Regarding commentary, some respondents stated that the use of S-V agreement as instruction 

was unclear, stating that they were uncertain what “S-V agreement” meant at the end of 

image 12. Furthermore, most respondents (26 or ~60 %) completely ignored the positive 

comment in the image for question 12. The few respondents who misunderstood this positive 

feedback suggested that this comment meant that they “Excelled in all areas but one 

(referring to the comment regarding S-V agreements underneath in the image)”, or that they 

performed “exceptionally well” (My translation)14.  The remainder of the respondents 

accurately identified the purpose of the positive feedback as encouragement. 

In the image containing feedback in the form of words, the respondents were all able to 

identify what was requested of them. However, some respondents were unable to decode the 

“S-V Agreement”, “Tempus” and “Form” indicators provided as feedback. Some answers 

neglected the purpose, instead stating that “something is wrong with this paragraph” (My 

translation)15. While the intended purpose of the feedback is to point out that something 

should be corrected, these ten answers do not contain enough information to determine 

whether or not the respondents have understood or misunderstood the feedback.  

In conclusion, in general, the respondents seem to have understood the feedback, except the 

underlining of sentences. Furthermore, they seem to have extensively ignored the positive 

feedback. Indications as to the difficulty among some of the recipients to decode coded 

instructions can be found in Figure 9, as several respondents found the use of terminology 

such as “S-V agreement”, “Tempus”, or “Form” to be unclear. Finally, the number of 

respondents claiming to often wonder what the feedback meant turned out to be about 30% 

(See figure 8). A similar amount to the number of respondents who misinterpreted or 

provided unclear answers on what the feedback in the images meant (See figure 9). 

																																																													
13	“Understruken	mening	är	bra”	
14	“Otroligt	bra”	
15	”Att	någonting	är	fel	med	stycket”	
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5. Discussion 
The respondents in this sample seem to overall respondents claim to be quite exposed to 

feedback. Despite Havnes, Smith, Dysthe and Ludvigsen’s (2012) claim that peer-feedback is 

rarely used, this does not appear to be the case with these respondents. Granted, only a few 

are often exposed to it, so there is room for improvement. Activating the students for their 

and other students’ learning encourages several cognitive skills, such as self-regulation, and 

self-reflection. By searching for, and identifying, errors in other students’ texts they can apply 

the same practices to repeat that process on their texts. By deciding to use peer-feedback, 

teachers can encourage students to become more self-regulatory, which in the long term 

would help them in the aspiration set forth by Skolverket (Lgy, 2011): To become “Life-long 

learners”.  

There appears to be some validity in the claim by Hounsell (1997) that students see feedback 

differently than teachers. In most cases, the purpose of the feedback is evident enough that 

the vast majority of students can at least decode it. However, at times, the feedback is 

decoded erroneously for various reasons, and this may cause students to lose faith in the 

validity of the assessment. When teachers fail to make the purpose of the feedback clear, 

students may discard the feedback if they fail to decipher the feedback by themselves. 

5.1 The discrepancy between the intended purpose and perceived 

purpose of feedback 

At the beginning of this essay, the claim was made that it would be worth investigating the 

accuracy in the observations made by Hounsell (1997) regarding the potential discrepancy 

between the students’ interpretation of an assessment, to the intended purpose the teacher had 

with the assessment. To some extent, in this study, the discrepancy seems to be localised to 

the underlining of sentences which caused a significant divide among the respondents 

regarding the intended purpose (Figure 9).  

This discrepancy could indicate that the use of underlining sentences as a means of 

assessment is a feature that teachers rarely use, or that the purpose of it differs between 

teachers. For teachers more inclined to focus on corrective feedback underlining a sentence 

may very well indicate that the sentence requires revising. For teachers that are leaning more 

towards providing positive feedback, the purpose of underlining the sentences might be to 

emphasise how well-constructed it is. That teachers use underlined sentences differently 

could suggest that they have different views on what constitutes good feedback practice, as 
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Skar mentions on page 187 (ib., 2013). The implications of a variation in how feedback is 

applied are that students may struggle with decoding the purpose of the feedback as they 

might have acquired several keys from different teachers that all instruct the students when 

they try to interpret the feedback.  

The acquisition of several keys where each one is only correct when applied to a specific 

teacher’s assessment might lead to the concept of assessment being perceived as unreliable as 

it fluctuates between teachers. But as long as each teacher is consistent in how he applies 

feedback, students should be less likely to perceive the assessment as unreliable or invalid. 

5.2 The importance of self-regulating when decoding feedback 
Regardless of the intended purpose, it is rather apparent that in this study, the respondents 

require assistance to decode the feedback. Much like in the case of the issues with 

terminology found in figure 9, the problem for some respondents might be that they are 

unfamiliar with a concept. Either they are unfamiliar with the terminology, and thus the 

feedback means nothing to them, or they are unfamiliar with that particular teacher’s 

application of feedback. 

Since the respondents are from both the second and third year of Upper Secondary School, it 

might also be that some of these respondents had not had the opportunity to learn the content 

that was required to identify the feedback correctly. If such is the case, then such feedback 

has no construct validity, and the respondents could not be expected to act on it reliably. 

Misunderstanding the feedback leads to students’ being unable to act upon the feedback. To 

demonstrate this, I would like to draw attention to the respondents who reasoned that because 

one of their teachers used underlining as positive feedback, this underlined sentence must 

also be positive. These respondents are on the road to becoming self-regulating, as they can 

draw upon previous experiences to deduce what the feedback meant. However, as they based 

their response on previous experiences alone, they neglected to take into consideration the 

possibility that something in that sentence required correcting. This resulted in the feedback 

being misinterpreted as they decoded the feedback from one teacher with a key they had 

acquired from a different teacher. In summary, their ability to act was inhibited by the 

erroneous decoding of the corrective feedback.  

For more self-regulating students this should be less of a problem as they would be more 

capable of reviewing the situation at hand rather than merely drawing upon previous 
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experience as a base for their response. Therefore, a more self-regulating respondent should 

be perceived as the one stating that “there is something wrong with the sentence, maybe?” 

(My translation)16. This respondent did not identify the problem itself but could regulate 

himself enough that he could deduce from the situation that something could be wrong with 

the sentence, even if he could not find it. This could indicate that this respondent may 

struggle with decoding this particular piece of feedback, potentially due to such feedback 

being applied differently by their teachers. Therefore, even in the case of a more self-

regulating student, the problem with decoding may persist if the given assessment is 

inconsistent over time, or among teachers. The respondent stating that one of their teachers 

use underlined sentences as an indication of what is good in a text could be perceived as even 

more self-regulatory as they could identify the possibility that the feedback could be 

inconsistent among teachers. 

Inconsistent feedback may be perceived as arbitrary by the students. As mentioned by Skar 

(2013), transparency is a necessity for raising the students’ perception of the validity of the 

feedback. The respondents’ who suggested that the underlined sentence must mean 

something positive since underlined sentences had meant that in the past, would likely 

question the validity of that specific piece of feedback.  

However, too much transparency may prevent students from drawing on internalised 

knowledge, or reflect on existing knowledge, which would be “more likely to lead to 

improved accuracy in the long run” (Bitchener and Ferris, 2012, in Lee, Mak & Burns., p. 

251, 2016). One potential reason that the respondents did not comprehend the underlined 

feedback could be that the feedback itself was not rule-governed. The respondents had to 

infer what the actual error was, and the solution lacked an evident answer as there was no rule 

they could use as guidance. According to Ferris (2001, in Lee, Mak & Burns, ib.), indirect 

WCF is more efficient when applied to rule-governed errors (p.251). Therefore, it is possible 

that the respondents could not interpret it as the error was about content, rather than form.  

The lacking responses to the positive feedback provided in the questionnaire seem to support 

Williams and Burden’s (2010) claim that teachers should provide reasons for why they 

singled out a component of the text for feedback. General statements may temporarily grant 

the recipient of the feedback a positive feeling but do not provide any information about the 

actual performance. Excluding such information could have a directly harmful effect on the 

																																																													
16	“Det	är	något	fel	på	meningen,	kanske?”	
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students’ motivation (p. 136). Williams and Burden (ib.) further note that such negative 

effects are more likely to occur when the reason for undertaking the task is intrinsic, and any 

extrinsic influence is seen as “superfluous and unnecessary” (p. 136). If students perceive an 

assignment to be intrinsically useful, they may lose motivation to continue if they are 

provided with extrinsic encouragement or rewards. According to Williams and Burden (ib.), 

this is due to the learner initially perceiving the task as something they would like to do. 

However, when they receive extrinsic incitement to perform the task, they begin fostering the 

idea that they are performing this task because someone else wants them to (p. 136). This 

would result in the learner perceiving themselves as a pawn, who is not in charge of their 

learning process. 

That these respondents’ may not be self-regulating when it comes to assessment could be the 

reason for their preference for longer commentary. As mentioned before, according to Lee, 

Mak and Burns (ib.) advanced learners might benefit from more implicit feedback to incite 

self-reflection when attempting to decode feedback. These respondents indicated that they 

often receive words, which require little decoding, and commentary, as the most reoccurring 

written corrective feedback. This could suggest that these respondents are not entirely self-

regulating and as such require more explicit feedback than what they receive currently. 

However, as there are no means of investigating these students’ performance level in this 

questionnaire, this would be purely speculative. 

5.3 Acting on feedback and the students’  control  of their learning 

In the questionnaire, the respondents were asked if they knew what was expected of them 

when provided with a rubric. This rubric was in part coloured in to illustrate how well the 

students measured up to various criteria for a course in Upper Secondary School. 23 of the 

respondents claimed that they would know what was expected of them if they received such 

feedback (figure 8). That such a large percentage of the respondents would know what to do 

is encouraging. However, the rubric only indicates the students’ current position in relation to 

the criteria in question. For the respondents to act upon the feedback given in the example of 

the rubric they would be required to be self-regulating to a remarkable extent. More than 

likely, the feedback in that image would require additional feedback in another format to 

supplement the information in the image.  

When the respondents were asked whether they perceived formative assessment as useful for 

‘closing the gap’, or rather, ‘reaching a higher grade’, they agreed strongly that such was the 
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case. However, when asked whether formative assessment could be used to improve their 

texts they were more hesitant. While they still overall agreed (Figure 7), they no longer did so 

in a strong manner. The lessened assertiveness could be signs of a slight distortion in how the 

students perceive feedback in general. By acting on the formative assessment they have the 

opportunity to acquire a higher grade, but it may not necessarily improve the text according 

to the student. Potentially, this may tie into the belief that the adjustments made on the text 

are made primarily due to the teacher expecting them to make these adjustments. As the 

adjustments are not of their choosing, they may deem themselves no longer the origin of their 

actions when editing that text, and as a result, their ‘voice’ in the text would become stifled 

by the teachers suggested improvements.  

5.4 Using the ideal-self  to motivate students to write 
It seems as if it would be plausible for teachers to illustrate to their students how the higher 

grade is linked to the improvements, and how that higher grade is linked to their ideal self to 

prevent them from feeling that they lack control over the alterations made to their texts. If 

students can see how writing in their second language is tied to their ideal self, the students 

would have an intrinsic motivation to write, which would aid them in becoming self-

regulating. Similarly, the importance of writing could be made more explicit if the students 

want to interact with the larger global community. In either case, by suggesting to the 

students that they could draw future benefits from writing, they could learn to write for their 

own purposes, and in doing so, they reclaim any lack of control over their learning. 

According to Dörnyei and Ushioda (2009), by visualising hopes and dreams, these become 

more apparent and feel more achievable. Envisioning the collection of hopes and dreams that 

make up an ideal-self should, therefore, be highly motivating. By providing students with the 

opportunity to envision what they aspire to become, and how writing is connected to that 

vision, teachers should be able to in many cases motivate their students to learn how to write.  

5.5 Implications for teachers 
According to Lundahl (ib.), assessment should take place in “… both oral and written form, 

and in close connection to the performance assessed” (My translation)17. However, the 

positivity of the feedback must also be considered as providing overly negative feedback may 

cause the students to shy away from writing altogether (Zinn, 1998, in Stern and Solomon, p. 

26, 2006). If the student cannot act upon the feedback due to inability, they may perceive the 

																																																													
17	”Det	bör	ske	både	muntligt	och	skriftligt	och	i	nära	anslutning	till	det	elever	presterat”	(p.	503).	
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task as negligible, or too complex (Williams and Burden, 2010). According to William and 

Burden (2010), it is then “… likely to induce confusion and an avoidance response rather 

than prove appealing” (p. 126). Furthermore, students who do not believe that they are 

capable of performing a certain task are highly unlikely to perform this task (p. 129, ib.). 

Because of this, Teachers must be cautious when providing feedback as failing to strike a 

balance between praise and corrective feedback may be detrimental for the students.  

In situations where feedback may be detrimental to students’ motivation, one alternative 

could be to allow students the possibility to opt-out of feedback as some of the respondents 

suggested (Figure 3). However, doing so would prohibit the students from reflecting and 

acting on feedback that could potentially accelerate their writing skill. Even though feedback 

may not be appropriate according to all students at all times, the decision of when to not 

provide feedback must rest with the individual teacher. However, that teacher must be aware 

that even providing no feedback is a form of feedback. However, the lack of guidance would 

only signal that some change in attitude or performance is required to attain some form of 

reaction from the teacher.  

A situation where generic commentary may prove highly disadvantageous could be on the 

occasions when texts contain highly personal content, as the examples in the results (see 

figure 3). A text might be well put together and deserving of praise, but a remark on how 

good the flow is in a text about a student’s surgery might not be the best way to motivate that 

student to write more. Likewise, if students produce texts on a topic they are personally 

interested in as the intrinsic motivation to share their thoughts on a passionate subject would 

be highly relevant. Promoting students passion for a subject may be a very effective 

motivational tool as students actively seek out teachers’ interest in their work (Williams and 

Burden, p. 135).  

Young (2000) observe that weaker students tend to struggle with dislodging themselves from 

their text. The impact this may have on students is that they might perceive themselves as 

being the target of assessment rather than their texts. These students might develop a negative 

attitude towards assessment, and in extension writing, if they are sensitive towards receiving 

feedback that they misinterpret to be of their character rather than on their text. This can 

cause a situation to arise where assessment might be a part of a students’ feared self, and that 

student may then be prone to avoid written assignments to avoid being assessed.  
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Finally, if students think that their teacher’s assessment is based on a misinterpretation of 

their texts, they are likely to consider that teachers’ assessment to be either unfair or simply 

not useful. In either case, the outcome could be that the students might not bother with the 

written assignment as the assessment could be perceived as invalid by the student due to their 

text being misinterpreted by the teacher (Skar, 2013). 

6. Conclusions 
In this sample, the respondents overall could be perceived as budding self-regulatory 

individuals. Many respondents could identify the corrective feedback but were unable to 

decode it. A potential approach that could prevent this problem with decoding could be for 

teachers to provide students with an explicit and easily accessible key for interpreting their 

feedback. By providing students with explicit instructions for how to interpret their feedback, 

teachers’ can elevate the validity and reliability of their assessment, while at the same time 

reducing any discrepancy similar to the underlined sentence observed in this study.  

However, according to Ferris (2011) more implicit feedback in the form of codes are useful 

because they encourage “… reflection and cognitive engagement on the part of students.” (In 

Lee, Mak & Burns, p. 251). Coded feedback such as the underlined sentence may still be 

useful as it may aid students’ cognitive engagement. On the other hand, According to 

Lundahl (2014), feedback should be as specific and explicit as possible. As suggested before, 

the approach Lundahl proposes would be more appropriate for less advanced learners (Lee, 

Mak & Burns, p. 250). The conclusion that must be drawn from this is that a balance has to 

be struck since providing continuous negative feedback may reinforce their view of 

themselves as less capable writers. As a rule, it could be said that feedback must be explicit 

enough for the recipient to be able to decode and understand it, but it must also be implicit 

enough to encourage cognitive growth. However, teachers should avoid providing general 

and sweeping comments as they do not inform the students as to what was good or could be 

improved (Lundahl, p. 504, ib.).  

The amount of exposure these respondents consider themselves to experience is overall quite 

extensive when the feedback is about their writing skill. This is fortunate as the respondents 

perceive feedback to be valuable. The contents of Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick’s seven 

principles of good feedback seem to be principles that these respondents perceive as 

potentially useful. However, feedback is according to half the respondents in this study not 
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entirely unproblematic at all times. Half of the respondents had some concern with receiving 

feedback. This is either because their texts have personal content, or that they do not want 

feedback. The reason for not wanting feedback is unclear, but if we consider that less able 

writers tend to consider themselves the target of feedback rather than their texts, then their 

urge to want to avoid feedback may be due to a fear of being personally judged. 

The format of feedback that respondents receive also seem quite diversified but do not seem 

to overlap entirely with the format that the respondents prefer. The respondents preferred 

more explicit or expansive feedback (Figure 4 and 5) than what they felt that they normally 

receive (Figure 1 and 2).  This could suggest that these respondents are not very self-

regulatory, as they preferred more explicit feedback to be able to act. This would also explain 

their inability to decode the underlined sentence in the questionnaire based on their earlier 

experiences with underlined sentences.  

Positive feedback could be used more often but must be used with a high level of precision to 

pinpoint what is worthy of praise (Williams & Burden, p. 135). If the positive feedback is too 

general or too expansive, it may be ignored (As was the case in this study where the positive 

feedback was often ignored) or have a negative effect on the students’ motivation to write 

(Williams & Burden, ib.).  

If the motivation for learning a language is primarily intrinsic, praise may have a negative 

effect on the learner (Williams & Burden, ib.). However, this can be partly remedied by 

teachers by demonstrating how acquiring a second language, and how learning how to write 

in that language, are connected to the students’ perception of their ideal selves (Dörnyei & 

Ushioda, 2009). Teachers’ can draw upon the students’ hopes and dreams as a highly 

motivational force for enhancing their learning. Lastly, if the teacher can help the students in 

developing an understanding of how a specific skill or knowledge may tie into their ideal 

image, the students will be on their path to becoming autonomous, self-regulating individuals 

once they leave the classroom. 

6.2 Future Research 

Despite findings regarding a possible discrepancy in how students interpret assessment and 

how teachers’ intended the assessment to be interpreted, the sample size is too small to draw 

any general conclusions. After all, the respondents’ misinterpretations may be accredited to 
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the sample provided differing substantially to their regular form of feedback. It would be of 

interest to see if such a discrepancy occurs on a larger scale.  

Furthermore, the practices for applying assessment are not uniform, but if they were, then 

there would be little excuse for the students to misinterpret the feedback. Future research 

could be conducted to investigate how teachers provide feedback, and how they want their 

feedback to be interpreted, to create some general guidelines to reduce potential 

misinterpretations and identify how teachers’ practices of applying feedback may differ. 

Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) propose that good feedback should accomplish seven 

things, and even though these respondents seem to agree with their principles, the question of 

how well the provided feedback accomplishes these goals could be further investigated.  

Despite asking about gender in the questionnaire, this study did not take into consideration 

whether there could be differences between how male or female students perceive feedback. 

There are reasons to suspect that such may be the case as Carvalho, Santos, Conboy and 

Martins (2014) observed. According to Carvalho, Santos, Conboy and Martins, female 

students would more often consider feedback efficient when asked about it. However, they 

were also more critical of the feedback (p. 172, ib.). It would be of interest to examine if there 

are differences in how male and female students interpret feedback and if the perceived value 

of the feedback differs. 

Finally, an interesting continuation would be to observe what incitements students have for 

editing their texts when they believe that their teacher’s assessment lacks validity. Are they 

likely to act on the feedback provided by their teacher even when disagreeing, or will they 

decide not to act?  
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