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a b s t r a c t
Teachers’ feedback on students’ written work is an important
aspect of pedagogy. However, theoretical views differ on what
constitutes ‘good’ feedback, both among applied linguists and academics in other disciplines. In-depth research needs to be carried
out into the contextual difﬁculties of evaluating and assessing academic assignments, and the awarding of grades, especially by those
who are relatively inexperienced in this work. This article reports
aspects of a case study which explored the beliefs and practices
of a group of untrained and inexperienced part-time tutors in a
New Zealand university. Data were collected from a preliminary
survey, individual interviews, ‘think aloud’ and stimulated recall
sessions, and focus group meetings. Extracts from the collected data
are presented and discussed. The ﬁndings indicate that these tutors
initially stated their belief that the purpose of providing feedback
was to assist the students to improve their academic writing skills;
however, it emerged that their primary concern was to justify the
grades that they awarded. It is suggested that using a multi-method
approach to data collection can bridge the gap between theoretical
perspectives on what constitutes ‘good’ feedback and what tutors
actually believe and do in their everyday work.
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.

1. Introduction
Feedback on students’ written assignments is fundamental to students’ understanding of good
writing (Inoue, 2005, 2007). The three primary roles of feedback according to Joughin (2008) are to
∗ Corresponding author.
E-mail address: Jl207@waikato.ac.nz (J. Li).
1075-2935/$ – see front matter © 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.asw.2011.02.004

138

J. Li, R. Barnard / Assessing Writing 16 (2011) 137–148

support the learning process, to judge current achievement, and to maintain disciplinary and professional standards. Joughin, however, suggests that there is a tension between the three roles: feedback
may not support improvement, judgment may not be fair, and disciplinary standards are often unclear
or even confusing to students. This is because disciplinary standards are essentially context-free since
they are derived from theoretical perspectives as to what constitutes ‘good writing’ within the disciplinary tradition, whereas supporting learning processes is perforce dependent on the speciﬁc setting
– the aims of speciﬁc programmes, the genre and content of the set assignments, the linguistic and
educational background of the learners, and the academic identity of those responsible for providing
feedback. Thus an assessor evaluating a piece of writing has to occupy a middle ground when actually
forming a judgment on any student’s work. This raises an ethical dimension to the provision of feedback and assessment which, as Hamp-Lyons (2002) has pointed out, “has been relatively unexplored”
(p. 14).
Perhaps the key contextual factor is the purpose of the programme, whether the focus is on composition in itself, or on writing an assignment for a particular academic discipline. Applied linguists
evidently have a closer and more informed interest in the construct of writing than do academics in
disciplines such as the social or physical sciences. One branch of applied linguistics concerns itself
with second language learners, and the discussions about feedback in this branch tend to focus on
corrective feedback, usually with a narrow focus on lower order concerns (Keh, 1990) such as syntax,
lexical choice and spelling, although higher order matters such as paragraph and text structure also
receive attention. Here the debate is on whether or not such corrective feedback is actually effective
(Ferris, 1997, 2006) or ineffective (Truscott, 1996, 2007) and issues relating to the difﬁculty of awarding grades for written work are less salient in the literature. Those applied linguists who focus on
composition programmes for ﬁrst language learners such as university students tend to consider the
role of feedback less as corrective and more as formative in developing and motivating the learners’
skills as effective writers. However, as Hamp-Lyons (2007) has also pointed out, “it is clear that in
many situations writing assessment is taking over from writing instruction” (p. 6 – emphasis in original). Thus increasing attention is being paid to the issue of grading work. For example, Connors and
Lunsford (1993) conducted a discourse analysis of comments on 3,000 marked papers and found that
more than 80% of the comments indicated a judgmental tone: overall, the feedback was grade-driven.
After reviewing the history of writing assessment in terms of three phases, Hamp-Lyons (2001)
pointed to an emerging ‘fourth generation’, which would encompass technological, humanistic, political and ethical aspects, arguing that an assessor has the responsibility “to use all means available
to make any language test she or he is involved in as fair as possible” (p. 124). Subsequently, Carless
(2006, p. 230) suggested “assessment dialogues” between tutors and students on the understanding of
the content and roles of criteria, the expectations of tutors and students on the assessment, and opportunities of further assessment on the improved assignment or double marking. Similarly, Inoue (2005)
proposed a student-centred or “community-based” (p. 222) model of assessment which emphasised
the participation of the learning community in the whole process of assessment, including negotiation of common criteria of assessment. This model was challenged by Elbow (2006) who argued that
good writing criteria varied even within one community and multi-values of good writing should be
respected. Inoue agreed with Elbow that multi-values of good writing did exist in any community,
but emphasised the need for communal standards of good writing for the sake of grading. However,
such a student-centred model is problematic in terms not only of the difﬁculty students might face
in articulating, negotiating and designing criteria but also of the match between students’ beliefs of
good writing and those of discourse communities (Orsmond, Merry, & Reiling, 2000).
Rust, O’Donovan, and Price (2005) have pointed to the difﬁculty of student-centred models in large
classes, which is the norm in undergraduate programmes across the wide range of university disciplines. Bailey and Garner (2010) collected interview data from 48 teachers across departments in a
faculty of a British university. The institutional policies of giving timely assessment, which should be
both formative and evaluative, were analysed in the light of contextual factors such as large class size
and heavy workloads. The authors found that the teachers believed that feedback was intended to
inform students about their expectations and evaluation of the assignment and also used as ‘feedforward’ for students to make improvement and increase marks in future work. However, these beliefs
tended to be overshadowed by their understanding that feedback had to satisfy various “institutional
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requirements, procedures and priorities” (p. 195). Thus the teachers felt that they, rather than the
institutional system, were often the target of criticism when feedback was ineffective.
Even within one discipline, studies have found that different values are used by assessors. For
example, Read, Francis, and Robson (2005) found large variation among the comments and grades on
two sample essays assessed by 50 historians. Not surprisingly, in studies of writing across disciplines,
more divergences about values and criteria have been found (Becher, 1989; Becker, 1991, 1994) which
not only inﬂuence teachers’ beliefs and practices (Smeby, 1996) but also learning outcomes. Lea and
Street (2000) revealed that lecturers and tutors were “mainly inﬂuenced by speciﬁc conceptualizations
of their own disciplines or subject area in their assessments of students’ writing”, and special attention
was given to “structure and argument” (p. 39).
Several studies have pointed to the importance of the academic identity, experience and proﬁciency
of those providing feedback (Pula & Huot, 1993; Wolfe, 1997; Wolfe, Kao, & Ranney, 1998). Differences
in the linguistic background and professional experience of assessors contribute to their divergent
beliefs of writing and assessment, which in turn results in their divergent practices of assessment
(Santos, 1988; Weigle, 1999). Much of the literature in this area suggests that those primarily responsible for assessing undergraduate assignments have a relatively low academic status, and indeed may
still be (graduate) students themselves, having received little or no explicit training in how to do the
work. It seemed that the tutors in Lea and Street’s (2000) study had some general beliefs of good writing such as clarity, logical structure and argument despite differences of assignments, criteria, and
disciplines – a point also made by Nesi and Gardner (2006). However, these tutors could not describe
explicitly “what a well-developed argument looks like in a written assignment” (Lea & Street, 2000,
p. 39). In the absence of formal training, assessment practices carried out by individual tutors may be
based on their personal “implicit criteria” or divergent understandings of the “explicit criteria” (Rust
et al., 2005, p. 232), or their “intuition in action” (Anson, 2006, p. 104).
Despite such divergences, convergent beliefs about assignment and assessment have been found
in some general areas. For example, Connors and Lunsford (1993) and Ivanic, Clark, and Rimmershaw
(2000) indicated that students’ writing was regarded as a ﬁnal product rather than work in progress,
and that tutors read assignments for the purpose of grading; therefore, their feedback was used mainly
to justify the grade. Ivanic et al. (2000) also found that subject tutors pointed out more negative than
positive aspects and evaluated assignments against the expected answer which actually played the
role of marginalising students from membership of the academic community; almost no feedback
given by the tutors indicated an engagement of ongoing dialogue with students.
2. Finding out what teachers think and believe
The above overview of signiﬁcant research-based literature has indicated that the provision of feedback is a fundamental element in the teaching–learning relationship, and it is necessary to explore the
mental constructs and experiential contexts which guide teachers’ provision of feedback. The relationship between teachers’ beliefs and instructional practices has increasingly attracted educational
researchers’ attention. In general, such research is based on three major assumptions: (1) teaching is
largely inﬂuenced by teacher cognition; (2) teaching is guided by teachers’ thoughts and judgments;
and (3) teaching constitutes a high-level decision-making process (Isenberg, 1990). As Clark and
Peterson (1986) have claimed, teaching is “substantially inﬂuenced and even determined by teachers’
underlying thinking” (p. 255). However, it has long been recognised that individuals’ thinking processes and belief systems cannot merely be observed or measured, but instead must be inferred from
what individuals say – and this has conventionally been investigated by attitudinal questionnaires.
Over the years, surveys within mainstream educational research have been carried out to identify
teachers’ beliefs, employing a wide range of cognitive constructs and diverse operational deﬁnitions.
Borg (2006) has argued that in order to ensure inter-study reliability, there is a need for a shared
terminological framework. In the current absence of such, the view will be taken in this paper that
attitudes elicited by surveys are the surface expression of underlying values, beliefs and knowledge.
However, such attitudes cannot fully represent deeper mental constructs for various reasons such
as: the limited choices any questionnaire imposes on the respondents; an individual’s lack of explicit
awareness of the underlying conceptual framework; an internal contradiction between and within
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belief categories; and/or a simple inability, or unwillingness, to convey these to another person. It
is also likely that what a teacher believes or knows may not always correlate highly with his or her
professional practice. Thus, investigations into teachers’ beliefs should be balanced by consideration
of their actual behaviour in planning and executing professional activities such as giving feedback,
and the extent of the convergence or divergence between beliefs and practice.
3. The study
Informal conversations between the ﬁrst author and Faculty tutors led her to undertake a contextualised study into the issue of the provision of feedback, of which this article reports one aspect.
‘Feedback’ in this study refers to both written comments and grades. The broad research question that
guided the wider study was: What do the participants believe constitutes ‘good’ feedback, and to what
extent does their practice converge with their beliefs? However, only the following sub-question will
be the main focus of this article: What importance do the participants attach to the awarding of grades
when giving feedback?
3.1. Setting and participants
This study was undertaken with tutors employed in several departments within the Faculty of Arts
at a New Zealand university. The participants were, with two exceptions, temporarily employed as
tutors on a part-time basis, whose main task was to provide feedback on some of the written assignments submitted by undergraduate students. The tutors were themselves students at the time, most
of them taking graduate courses within their respective disciplinary areas. The extent of their working
experience as tutors varied considerably; one had only begun this work in the current semester, others
had been so employed for three or four years. All were paid on an hourly basis, with an assumption that
there was a set time allowed for the grading and provision of feedback of each assignment; this time
allocation varied between departments, but all of the participants reported that the time allocation
was insufﬁcient for them to do the work to their satisfaction.
3.2. Data collection procedures
After obtaining formal Human Research Ethics approval for the entire project, preliminary data
were collected by means of an online survey. Emails were sent to the 52 tutors employed across
the Faculty, requesting them to complete the questionnaire, containing both closed- and open-ended
items, anonymously. The questionnaire also requested some basic biodata, and sought the respondents’ informed consent to take part in the subsequent phases of the project. Data from 28 completed
questionnaires were analysed to identify baseline categories to inform subsequent individual interviews.
Sixteen volunteers from eight departments were invited for interview at a time and place convenient to them to elicit their beliefs about the nature of good writing and effective feedback, and
the sources of those beliefs. The semi-structured interviews lasted between 20 and 30 min; each was
audio-recorded and transcribed, and a summary sent to each interviewee for respondent validation.
The data from these interviews indicated the extent to which the individuals conformed to the general
attitudes emerging from the survey and allowed the interviewer to explore more fully the sources of
their knowledge and beliefs.
Nine of these participants subsequently agreed to allow the researcher to sit beside them, and
audio-record, while they formulated their feedback on one or two anonymised students’ assignments;
the assignments and the tutors’ written comments were both visible to the researcher. During these
sessions, they were encouraged to verbalise their thought processes, that is, to ‘think aloud’ (Diab,
2005; Ericsson & Simon, 1984; Hyland, 2003), either through audible private speech or else by using the
researcher as a silent auditor. Only occasionally would the researcher make minimal verbal prompts
such as “Oh”, “Yes”, showing her attentiveness. As expected, the quantity and quality of intelligible
verbalisation during these ‘think aloud’ sessions varied among the participants, and the researcher
made ﬁeld notes as she observed the tutor’s formulation of feedback.

J. Li, R. Barnard / Assessing Writing 16 (2011) 137–148

141

These ﬁeld notes constituted the main stimulus for the Stimulated Recall session (Gass & Mackey,
2000) which followed, in most cases, immediately after the previous ‘think aloud’ session. During these
discussions, each of which lasted between 30 and 45 min, the researcher invited the tutor to reﬂect on
points of interest that occurred to either of them, and especially the extent of con/divergence between
what the tutor had said that s/he believed in the interview and what actually occurred in the ‘think
aloud’ session. As with the interviews, participants were sent summaries of transcripts, which again
they all conﬁrmed regarding accuracy and completeness.
The ﬁnal data were collected several weeks later by inviting some of the tutors to meet in two focus
group sessions, each lasting about 50 min. The primary purpose of these meetings was to broaden
and deepen the researcher’s understanding of the tutors’ collective beliefs and knowledge about the
provision of feedback, but it was also felt that the participants beneﬁtted from sharing their experiences
and co-constructing possible solutions to some problem areas that arose.
3.3. Data analysis procedures
The data were subjected to grounded analysis both manually and by using the software programme
NVivo8 (Bazeley, 2007). The great advantage of this version of NVivo over its predecessors is the ability
to upload sound ﬁles as well as text. Thus the collected audio data could be directly transcribed, and
then managed, coded and categorised and aligned with all other inputted print data.
4. Findings
4.1. Interview data
Beliefs about what constituted ‘good’ feedback centred on three issues: (1) to help students to
improve their future writing; (2) the importance of providing positive comments alongside the impact
of negative feedback on students; and (3) the need to justify the grade eventually decided. (It should be
noted that the quotations below accurately record what the participants actually said, and no attempt
has been made to tidy up syntax, etc. Pseudonyms have been used.)
All participants said that they believed feedback was given for the purpose of helping the students
to improve their writing. For example:
For improvement. It is not to say ‘this is what you’ve done wrong’. It is so that people can improve
on everything. That is why you don’t give feedback on exams because by that point it is too late.
(Emma)
To improve their grades. Things like improving their writing, improving their intellect, improving content, and to also improve themselves as people. (George)
Secondly, with regard to affective factors, all the tutors, reﬂecting on their own experiences as
students when reading negative or positive feedback, considered that the feedback should be positive:
One of my supervisors could be very harsh, and he just wrote “Yuk” next to the sentences or
paragraphs that he didn’t like. I think it was little bit harsh so I think it probably inﬂuenced me
to be more positive and try to put more positive type of feedback. (Cecile)
The comment that the lecturer gave me I thought you know a bit offensive I thought, like
‘you’ve done not good enough and your English isn’t good and you need help on your English’
on everything. I thought it was quite offensive. (Mark)
Because all my lecturers pointed out good and bad points. They never ever pointed all negative
points. They never said all the things are bad and then full stop. They always used words like
“This could improve your grade”. (George)
Such previous experiences inﬂuenced their present work in giving feedback to students who had
difﬁculty in writing. For example, Helen believed “If I mentioned everything that was wrong, it would
too negative for him . . . But unfortunately if you did not mention it, they’ll think it was OK.” However,
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in a similar case, George gave lengthy feedback on most of the negative aspects, even though the
student might be unhappy to receive it: “I probably wrote as much as he hated it on ways he could
improve it.” This sensitivity towards students’ feelings was a common theme running through the
interviews:
Maybe the only difﬁculty is that I don’t want to be too negative. I want to be positive even if
they had got it wrong. I don’t feel like I should be the one to say ‘you got it completely wrong’.
(Jo)
Thirdly, all interviewees considered the awarding of a grade to be an integral element of their feedback. For example, Mark gave feedback because it would help students “get a better mark”; Simon
said that good “written feedback explains how and why you got the grade”; George believed the feedback he gave “was a grade and then what they could do to improve that grade”. There were, however,
different beliefs about how and what to grade: Mia, Mark and George mentioned that they tended
to marker higher than other tutors. The tutors also had different opinions on whether they marked
down language. Mark would mark down errors if they appeared repeatedly; George would not mark
down for ‘minor’ mistakes. Despite this, they all believed they should try to be consistent with the
lecturers or the senior tutors in the way of giving feedback and marking. For example, three tutors in
the same department mentioned they had marking meetings every week. According to Cecile, crossmarking was used among tutors to ensure consistency and “enough and the right feedback”; Mia had
the experience of marking the same assignment with other tutors to ensure the same level of marking;
Emma exchanged opinions with the other tutor on the same course. However, all participants mentioned some areas of inconsistency in their feedback. For example, Helen believed the ﬁrst assignment
should be marked more leniently, and indeed said she was lenient in marking. She also mentioned
her experience of re-marking because she marked lower than the lecturer. Mia felt that students like
easy marking and so she gave higher grades than other tutors. Mark believed he marked higher, but
he also said that if he was too lenient, students would not make any improvement. Jo was not sure
whether to mark down or lower in case part of the answer was right. At the bottom of the scale, she
would refer the assignment to the senior tutor rather than fail it herself.
It became increasingly clear during the set of interviews that grading the work was the most
challenging aspect of providing feedback, and this was reﬂected in the think aloud and stimulated
recall sessions.
4.2. Think aloud data
All nine participants in the think aloud sessions made positive and negative comments about both
the content and formal aspects of the assignments. Six of the tutors made explicit remarks on clarity
of expression, and the three interviewees who had emphasised the importance of good referencing
also thought aloud about this while working through the students’ assignments. Three others who did
not mention referencing in the interviews commented on this aspect in their practice. Interestingly,
although in their interviews all the tutors emphasised the importance of content, ﬁve participants
in the think aloud sessions spent much more time, and provided more feedback, on formal issues.
All participants used ticks as positive in-text feedback; six of them used encouraging words in their
feedback such as “Good”, “Excellent” “Well done”; and two others (Mark and Cecile) used the students’
names in their overall comments, and inserted ‘smiley face’ icons to be more positive.
So I just look at what he has got. Er, he hasn’t given the information, (xxx)1 quite a bit of a big
section (xxx). I’m going to give him 1.5 out of 6, he’s missing quite a lot of work. Er, just checking
his grammar and spelling. I am going to take off a quarter from the grammar, he’s made a couple
of small mistakes. He didn’t keep it all in past tense. So I take a quarter of (xxx) with half of the

1
By its nature any private speech which audibly manifests itself tends to be syntactically fragmented, phonologically abbreviated and agglutinated, and externally incoherent (Vygotsky, 1934, p. 30), and so what the tutors said to themselves in the
think aloud sessions was not always intelligible. Thus, in several transcripts, unclear utterances are indicated by “x”.
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mark of that anyway. So I just ended up at 14 and 1.25 out of 20 and I just write “Good” and a
smiley face. (Cecile)
Seven of the tutors provided overall comments. One other (George) only wrote “Great work” on
one assignment he marked and made no overall comment on the other, while Cecile pointed out
one negative aspect of one assignment, and wrote merely “Good job” on the other. The length of the
overall comments of the other participants varied from fewer than ten words to more than ﬁfty. Three
participants (Helen, Simon, and Mia) expressed frustration with negative points in assignments, and
there were fewer comments on positive aspects than on negative points, which were usually about
referencing, syntax and lexis. For example, Mark wrote: “More social science terms and concepts”,
implying that the student should use appropriate terminology, although he gave no speciﬁc advice on
how to improve the work.
As will be illustrated below, all the tutors paid particular attention to what might be an appropriate
grade, although sometimes they did not make a ﬁnal decision. For example, Jo had been instructed
not to write down the grade on the assignment, and Emma would give a grade later on the basis
of comparison of a group of assignments. All of them used either marking schedules – of varying
complexity – or model answers to guide their decision-making: “I’m going to check the marking guide
and see if there is anything she could have mentioned which she missed out” (Cecile). They often
hesitated to make a decision on what grade should be given where there were choices of whether to
fail or not to fail, or when the mark might fall between two grades, as when Simon muttered to himself:
“It is nineteen out of thirty. That is like maybe C + or something. So it is a B.” Three participants (Simon,
Helen and Joe) showed a tendency to mark higher when there was the possibility to mark lower, and
there was explicit relief when they came across a good assignment:
I love students’ work like that. Just make me so happy because then I don’t have to mark them
down. (George)
I can probably say this one is probably the best essay I have read so far and they followed the
criteria that have been laid out for them, and just looking at the essay and looking at the marking
schedule and I’ll (probably?) give them a B. (Mia)
Despite the often limited amount of written feedback on the assignment, the process of reaching
a conclusion about the grade to award involved considerable thought and generated much private
speech. For example:
I’ll put it in the C range. Maybe in the, in the, you know, you have to break some of the, may be
around, around 58, C, breaking it down: quality of writing 20, be half way there, organisation. . .
(Anna)
Ah, so she gave, she gave me a really good, er, really well written essay, er, on the border,
I probably, er, she’s missing, maybe with the social science terms and concepts. Er, I would
possibly give an A-? (Mark)
Er, they got two wrong there, so I’ll give them ﬁve out of it six. Good. I’ll give them three out of
point ﬁve, er, OK, xx. Yes. Yes. Yes. No, that is wrong. Er, it is x. Yes. Yes. No. No. Yes. Yes. No. No.
Not xx. Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes. Good. There we go. It is a key word ‘non renewable’. Just put down
here. Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. OK. So no. Yes. Yes, both, both yeah, and this, both, so that. Yeah.
Yes. Yes. Yes. Yeah. Yeah. Good. Ok now, yeah, that is good. Yeah. Good. Good. Good. Right now,
get it done. So this person got ﬁfteen points ﬁve for that. (George)
And the effort he is putting so is really good. OK, all these questions are just personal opinion,
so I’m not interested in them, to be honest. I just skim over them very brieﬂy because it is just
opinion. So I am just doing them very quickly because their answers are either going to be right
or wrong. OK, and this page she hasn’t done anything. Which I think ok why hasn’t she ﬁnished?
But because she has run out of time, ok so she didn’t answer 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 question, ten
questions. So given that she answered this question really well to the best she could, I am still
going to give her a very good mark because she almost ﬁnished. (Jo)
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On the whole, there was a general level of convergence between what the tutors said in their
interviews and what they did in practice. As mentioned above, attention was paid to both positive
and negative aspects, although there was a tendency to focus more on matters of form rather than
substance. The feedback which was provided mainly comprised ticks and one- or two-word in-text
comments with or without an overall summary – and a grade. Therefore, it seemed that feedback was
used more to justify the grade than to suggest improvements for subsequent assignments.
4.3. Stimulated recall data
Many comments in the subsequent stimulated recall sessions focused on the tutors’ explanation
of how they graded the students’ work. For example, with reference to the work just assessed:
Well, that was a very good essay. Good essays are easy to mark. You read them and you think
“Yes! I got it” you know. And I ﬁnd it easier to write positive comments than to write negative
comments. I ﬁnd writing negative comments, I don’t want to be too negative. (Helen)
Yeah. I mean there are times if I was extensive, here and here [pointing at in-text feedback],
I would just write, “See the essay” and I leave that, but this is more like a justiﬁcation of the
grade, and it is similar. This is similar format for everybody. (Simon)
However, it was not always easy to decide between two possible grades, for example whether an
assignment should be given a C+ or a B−:
So I mean in terms of the marking schedule, his quality of writing [in this assignment] has gone
down, and then his content, you know, is up there, and organisation isn’t as er, 58 [the ﬁnal
percentage that she wrote on the assignment]. (Anna)
I mean I probably want to give it a B, but I would talk to him [the lecturer] whether, how much
weight he is going to put on the lack of referencing really. Seems it is possible that some lecturers
would fail it, but, but I need to talk to him about it so that we will be consistent across the course.
(Helen)
As noted above, in their interviews and think aloud sessions, the participants mentioned the difﬁculty of maintaining grade consistency across the assignments they marked. The issue was reﬂected
in the stimulated recall sessions, where, for example, Mia said that she marked her assignments in
batches of ten and compared the grades she awarded with others “just to make sure I didn’t mark the
ﬁrst one too harshly.” Jo mentioned she might not be able to be consistent between the ﬁrst and last
assignments because of inexperience or fatigue:
I think when I am at the start, er, when I am marking, you haven’t been doing it very long, and
you can, you have the effort, and you can be (to) write something, but maybe on the last one,
I wouldn’t do that. Which is kind of unfair to the student, but it is just kind of what happens I
think. (Jo)
To sum up, in the stimulated recall sessions the tutors mainly focused on the assignments they
had just marked, but also reﬂected on their previous experience, their implicit theories of marking,
and difﬁculties they had met. It seemed that, inﬂuenced by the impact that low grades would have on
their students, tutors tended to give higher grades, and they rarely failed an assignment. They tried
to justify the grades they awarded by adhering as far as possible with the lecturers’ criteria, but were
often left in academic doubt and ethical uncertainty. They tried to be consistent and provide quality
assessment but this was mitigated by a variety of factors, especially their inexperience, the shortage
of time, and the amount of guidance they could get from their lecturers.
4.4. Focus group data
Each of the two focus group meetings lasted just over 50 min and was audio-recorded without
the researcher being present. Participants were asked to talk about a number of issues. For the sake
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of brevity, and with reference to the research question speciﬁc to this article, the following extracts
focus on the awarding of grades when giving feedback. Both groups spent longer on the ﬁrst topic –
marking – than on any other, and issues about marking frequently recurred when they discussed the
other topics. Overall, the two groups spent 10 and 11 min discussing marking.
In the initial discussion about marking, Helen pointed out reasons for not failing students, with
which the other two participants agreed.
Helen: I tended to avoid giving, yeah, I probably still wouldn’t, I didn’t in fact fail anyone
without talking to him. Yeah I wouldn’t, I don’t mind giving an A+ at all but I
don’t like failing people unless, partly because, you know, I am not sure, and partly
because I kind of think lecturers (they are going to be aware) they will complain.
Maria: Actually (xxx)2 some interesting comments that I talked to, we marked our own
paper, we should (xxx) in A semester, and, but I talked to the lecturer about it. And
she said she tended try not to fail people for the reasons (xxx) but er, they are very,
should be very aware of how that might affect the actual, particular this year, the
actual (xxx) of the university. Er, social effects.
Helen: I think there are all sorts of commercial (aspects). They want them to come back,
don’t they?
Maria and George: Yeah.
The tutors agreed that they tried not to fail a student because “if you fail a course you have to
pay it and do it again” (Mia). They hoped their students could be encouraged to do better in the next
assignment if they got a pass rather than a fail grade. However, participants were not sure whether
this was a good professional practice or not:
Frank: I think I am quite worried I was a bit too lenient while I was marking because actually I haven’t
failed anyone yet, but maybe I should always tell myself, like, I don’t know, like maybe if I try
and get them to realise the kind of strength they can kind of work from that, like give people
like really low grade but never. . .
Mia: A bare pass to encourage. . .
Frank: Yeah a bare pass and say “Look, I should have failed [you] but I passed you, just work on your
strong points. I think maybe in my mind maybe give them a bit of kick on, you know”.
Participants were cautious and tried to maintain consistent standards when grading assignments,
and it seems that there was a common practice of checking previously marked assignments to make
sure they were being fair:
Mia: You go back and do some of the ﬁrst ones. You get enough after you have ﬁnished to make sure
they are on the same stage?
Frank: Yeah. I usually mark them more than once and then just quickly run through them all again
just because sometimes I gave someone a B then read it again and just think, ‘Oh, no. They
actually had some good points’, so I didn’t know they actually, they did very well.
Besides the above discussion, the conversation turned to grading when participants talked about
the other topics, for example in regard to empathy:

2
The nature of a free-ﬂowing discussion between people leads to rapid overlapping between interlocutors, and hesitation,
redundancy and internal incoherence within individual turns – this is represented by “X” in the abstracts. In the ﬁrst of these,
Maria’s main point was that she tried not to fail people for a variety of reasons, including the negative impact on the university
such as falling enrolments.

146

J. Li, R. Barnard / Assessing Writing 16 (2011) 137–148

Mia: Again, do you ﬁnd, like, knowing people in the class? I found that a lot of them they want to
be like friends, trying to get relationship with you.
Henry: Do you ﬁnd it probably better in terms of you can give them a low grade or something?
Mia: No I try not (Laugh)
There was general agreement on the usefulness of re-reading the assignments and making adjustments to the grades in order to be consistent:
George: I marked 38 assignments and then I’ve gone back after I had marked them and sort of changed
some of the marks. So that they like, you know, more stratiﬁed thing. We got told they had
to be more stratiﬁed than . . .
Helen: Yeah? Em.
George: So like such. . .
Helen: Yeah I know what you mean.
George: In comparison with the other people, you know. So like this paper here is fantastic piece of
work. You couldn’t ﬁnd one error so they should get an A+, however, the other people who
are given an A+ before they’ve got a lot more errors so I might blabla mark them down. Or at
least change the number, so I put 25 to 27, made A+ and then I gave them 26 to 25.
Helen: Yeah. I think probable within the grade. Yeah, I would grade, you know, an A than that. Yeah
and I think it is important because if you don’t have that sort of ﬂexibility, then you don’t
know. . .
In summary, the focus group participants spent a great deal of time talking about grading. This
was not only in the opening topic, but was repeatedly returned to in their discussion of the other
issues. The tutors tried to be consistent across the assignments they marked and shared a common practice of checking back on previously marked assignments to make sure they were being
fair. They agreed that they did not want to fail students because this would diminish students’
motivation to study, would affect the tutorial relationships, and have ﬁnancial implications. There
was agreement that their students would be encouraged to do better in the next assignment if
they got a higher rather than a lower grade. However, they were not sure whether this was sound
professional and ethical practice. Sometimes they felt confused when receiving conﬂicting instructions or advice from different lecturers, even within one department. Consequently they felt they
lacked authority in providing feedback because they were unclear of the overall course design and
the professional standards of giving feedback. Thus, when giving feedback, and especially when
awarding grades, they relied upon their own experience as students when receiving feedback on
assignments from their lecturers, and their often limited practical experience as assessors and markers.
5. Discussion
The major ﬁnding of this study was that these tutors’ primary concern in giving feedback was less
that of seeking to improve the students’ writing skills and more that of justifying – to themselves, to
their students, and to their academic superiors – the award of a speciﬁc grade for the assignments
to hand. This concurs with ﬁndings from previous empirical studies investigating teachers in various
disciplines (e.g. Bailey & Garner, 2010; Orrell, 2006) and points to the need for theoretical perspectives
on the nature of ‘good’ feedback to take account of the contextual constraints and opportunities, and
the ethical dilemmas, facing those responsible for actually providing feedback.
We acknowledge the limitations inherent in this small-scale case study of tutors’ beliefs and practices relating to the provision of feedback on students’ academic writing, primarily, the limited number
of participants and the restricted setting in which the data were collected. Generalisations beyond the
speciﬁc setting could not be, and were not, expected. That the investigation was carried out by a single
researcher was also a limitation, but this was mitigated by two considerations. Firstly, the researcher
was herself a postgraduate student, and this facilitated the establishment and maintenance of an easy
rapport with the participants. Secondly, while being in this way a cultural insider, the fact that the
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ﬁrst author was studying in an unrelated department (Applied Linguistics) helped to avoid any sense
of a professional conﬂict of interest within the setting.
The strength of this in-depth case study lies in the application of multiple methods of data collection,
the triangulation of which provided contextualised insights into how the participants perceived and
carried out their work. The value of such insights is best judged by those readers who work in relatable
contexts.
Many previous studies of teacher cognition have relied heavily on survey techniques and, while
these might enable a cross-sectional elicitation of a large number of self-reported attitudes, these attitudes could not be probed in any depth. The value of questionnaires, such as that used in the present
study (although only mentioned here in passing) lies in providing baseline constructs for further
investigation and identifying participants for subsequent phases of a project. Thus, semi-structured
interviews can, and in this case did, enable the reported attitudes to be explored in more depth, and
with a particular focus on the participants’ actual working context. The data thus derived indicated
that there was individual convergence with what was generally reported in the survey but also, importantly, highlighted issues which were not salient in the questionnaire responses. Chief among these
was the tutors’ concern with awarding grades to the work they had to mark, and this concern tended to
dominate their thinking while actually formulating feedback on speciﬁc assignments. This innovative
capturing of ‘cognition in ﬂight’ (Vygotsky, 1978) through think aloud procedures while formulating
feedback was perhaps the most revealing element of the study. The impact was strengthened by the
immediate reﬂection of these practices through stimulated recall as the two sessions very closely
linked cognition and practice. Finally, the focus group meetings conﬁrmed that the issue of grading
was a serious matter for the participants. These meetings also served to build a sense of a community
of practice among tutors in different departments via the sharing of concerns, experiences and ideas.
It may be noted that opportunities for professional co-construction among inexperienced and relatively low-status (hourly-paid) university teachers is as rare as any form of professional development
before employing them in the tutorial role. If a university considers that appropriate feedback on
students’ assignments is an essential pedagogical function, we suggest that attention should be paid
to raising the tutors’ theoretical understanding of key issues, and their awareness of what is considered good professional practice in the provision of feedback. Also, we suggest that future studies into
teachers’ beliefs would beneﬁt from a multi-method approach to data collection in speciﬁc contexts
so that the ﬁndings from such empirical investigations can inform discipline-based standards of what
constitutes ‘good’ feedback on written assignments.
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