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Developing the requisite skills for engaging proactively with feedback is crucial for
academic success. This paper reports data concerning the perceived usefulness of the
Developing Engagement with Feedback Toolkit (DEFT) in supporting the development of
students’ feedback literacy skills. In Study 1, student participants were surveyed about
their use of feedback, and their perceptions of the utility of the DEFT resources. In
Study 2, students discussed the resources in focus groups. Study 3 compared students’
responses on a measure of feedback literacy before and after they completed a DEFT
feedback workshop. Participants perceived the DEFT favorably, and the data indicate
that such resources may enhance students’ general feedback literacy. However, the data
raise questions about when such an intervention would be of greatest value to students,
the extent to which students would or should engage voluntarily, and whether it would
engage those students with the greatest need for developmental support.
Keywords: feedback literacy, portfolio, workshop, student, self-regulation

Feedback can strongly benefit students’ learning and skill development (e.g., Hattie and Timperley,
2007). Reaping these benefits, though, depends on the quality of students’ engagement with the
feedback, and their ability to demonstrate proactive recipience, defined as “a state or activity
of engaging actively with feedback processes” (Winstone et al., 2017a, p. 17; see also Handley
et al., 2011; Price et al., 2011). Numerous studies suggest that students do not always feel
sufficiently equipped to implement the feedback they receive (e.g., Weaver, 2006; Burke, 2009),
and indeed, the research literature contains many examples of minimal engagement with feedback
by students (e.g., Gibbs and Simpson, 2004; Hounsell, 2007; Sinclair and Cleland, 2007; Carless and
Boud, 2018). Researchers and educators have responded to this problem by testing out various
initiatives for improving students’ engagement with feedback, with varying success (Winstone
et al., 2017a). In this paper, we report an exploration of the perceived usefulness of the Developing
Engagement with Feedback Toolkit (DEFT), a set of freely available and flexible resources, designed
for the purpose of supporting educators and students to build students’ proactive recipience
skills (Winstone and Nash, 2016; the fully editable DEFT resources are available open-access
at https://tinyurl.com/FeedbackToolkit).
Many initiatives for developing feedback practice in higher education align with a cognitivist
transmission model, insofar that their focus is on making changes to the mechanics of the feedback
process (e.g., reducing the turnaround time, or developing new feedback pro formas; see Boud and
Molloy, 2013). In contrast, a socio-constructivist approach emphasizes the importance of students’
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relatively difficult to change or improve—were more likely to
agree that they exhibited defensive behaviors when receiving
feedback. Findings like these suggest that we should be mindful
of individual differences when considering students’ engagement
with assessment feedback. This consideration is also likely to be
important when asking what kinds of interventions might be
most effective for supporting students’ engagement and skills.
So what kinds of interventions are successful in breaking down
some of these barriers to using feedback effectively? Aiming
to synthesize the research literature on this matter, Winstone
et al. (2017a) carried out a systematic review that uncovered
a wide range of interventions, from the use of educational
technology, to peer- and self-assessment, to structured portfolio
tools. The authors described four general categories into
which these interventions could be conceptually grouped. Some
interventions focused on students internalizing and applying
standards, and these sought to better equip students to use
feedback by giving them opportunities to take the perspective
of an assessor and to understand the standards and criteria
used to assess their work (e.g., peer assessment, dialogue, and
discussion). Second, sustainable monitoring interventions aimed
to put practices in place for enabling students to record and
track their improvement and use of feedback, such as the use
of portfolios and action-planning. Third, collective provision
of training interventions were those that could be delivered
to entire cohorts of students at a time, such as feedback
workshops and the provision of exemplar assignments. Fourth
and finally, interventions focused on the manner of feedback
delivery included attempts to change the way in which feedback
was presented or delivered to students (e.g., audio feedback,
withholding the grade until the descriptive feedback had been
read). For each intervention included in the review, Winstone
et al. (2017a) attempted to identify the authors’ rationale for
why it should or could be effective. That is, what particular
skill or process were they trying to develop in students?
From this analysis, Winstone et al. identified four separate
skills that were cited as desired outcomes of the interventions
reported, and that were therefore believed to underpin proactive
recipience: these were self-appraisal; assessment literacy; goalsetting and self-regulation; and engagement and motivation. In
sum, interventions for improving students’ effective engagement
with feedback need to consider both the barriers that stand in
the way of this engagement, and the recipience skills that are
required in order to reap the benefits of feedback. Winstone
et al. (2017a) suggested that a holistic, rather than piecemeal,
approach to developing proactive recipience would therefore
be most beneficial, by targeting multiple barriers, and multiple
recipience skills simultaneously. It was upon this foundation that
we developed the DEFT.
The DEFT is a toolkit of resources for developing students’
skills of “proactive recipience,” comprising the building blocks
for a feedback glossary, feedback guide, feedback workshop,
and feedback portfolio (Winstone and Nash, 2016). The DEFT
was developed in the context of an undergraduate Psychology
programme; in the spirit of student-staff partnership (Deeley
and Bovill, 2017), a small group of undergraduate students
played active roles at all stages of the DEFT’s development,

engagement with feedback, and the impact of feedback on
their subsequent learning (Price et al., 2007; Ajjawi and Boud,
2017). The latter approach is important as it encourages us
to conceptualize feedback as a process in which both staff
and students have roles to play. Feedback is unlikely to have
optimal impact if emphasis is placed solely on the ways in
which educators craft feedback. Instead, it is important that
educators create environments in which using feedback is
perceived to be both possible and valuable, and in which
students perceive a need to commit their time and energy
to engaging with and implementing the advice they receive
(Nash and Winstone, 2017).
When educators see students failing to make the most
of feedback opportunities, some might assume that students
lack motivation and commitment (see Higgins et al., 2002 for
discussion of this issue). But in many cases it is likely that more
lies beneath this apparent disengagement. To consider some
of the possible reasons, Jönsson (2013) reviewed the research
literature on students’ use of feedback, and concluded that
students can find it difficult to use feedback when it comes too late
to be useful, when it is insufficiently detailed or individualized, or
when it is seen as too authoritative. In addition, Jönsson suggests
that students can find it difficult to decode the specialist language
often used in feedback, and can also be unaware of useful
strategies for implementing the feedback. Beyond these possible
reasons, we should also recognize that there is an affective
dimension to receiving feedback: the “emotional backwash” that
people often experience in response to feedback can inhibit their
cognitive processing of the developmental information (Pitt,
2017; Pitt and Norton, 2017; Ryan and Henderson, 2018).
Building upon Jönsson’s review of the literature, Winstone
et al. (2017b) identified four distinct barriers to students’
engagement with feedback information, through a thematic
analysis of focus groups with undergraduate students. The
first barrier was termed awareness, representing students’
difficulty decoding the language used within feedback, alongside
recognizing the purpose of feedback and from where it is
obtained. Like this barrier, the next of Winstone et al.’s barriers
resonates with Jönsson’s discussion: the term cognisance was
used to represent students’ difficulty in knowing which strategies
they could use to implement feedback. The third barrier, agency,
refers to students’ difficulties in feeling empowered to act upon
feedback; a common issue arising under this theme was the
perceived difficulty in transferring feedback across different
unrelated assignments in a modularized curriculum (see also
Hughes et al., 2015; Jessop, 2017). Finally, the barrier of volition
represents unwillingness on students’ part to put in the “hard
graft” required to realize the impact of feedback (Carless, 2015).
When considering the barriers to productive engagement
with assessment feedback, it is important to consider that some
students might be less affected than others by these barriers.
For example, in an online survey Forsythe and Johnson (2017)
recently explored whether students’ having a “fixed” mindset
(i.e., unchangeable) vs. “growth” mindset (i.e., malleable; Dweck,
2002) about their own abilities was related to their self-reported
feedback behavior. Their results demonstrated that students who
reported a fixed mindset—those who believed their abilities were
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reflection sheets, and a tool to support students in making use of
non-personalized, cohort-level feedback (see https://tinyurl.com/
FEATSportfolio for an example of how the portfolio might be
built electronically).
In this paper, we report three studies designed to explore
the perceived usefulness, benefits, and limitations of the DEFT.
To this end, because our investigations served partly to benefit
our own professional practice and pedagogy, in all three of the
present studies we worked solely with students from our own
subject discipline of Psychology. In the first study, using a survey
method, we asked whether students believe the resources would
benefit them in principle. In particular, we were interested in
whether students believed that their engagement with the DEFT
resources could reduce any difference between their self-reported
current level of engagement with feedback, and the level at which
they perceive they should engage with feedback. In this first study
only, we also explored the influence of individual differences on
students’ perceptions of the DEFT resources. Specifically, based
on prior findings indicating systematic variability in different
students’ engagement with feedback (e.g., Winstone et al., 2016;
Forsythe and Johnson, 2017), we wanted to explore individual
differences in the perceived utility of the resources and in
students’ perceptions of their likelihood of using them. Here we
drew upon a key construct relevant to learning opportunities:
students’ approaches to learning (Biggs et al., 2001). A “deep”
approach to learning represents an intrinsic motivation to
learn, and a desire to understand meaning and interconnecting
themes relating to learning material; in contrast, a “surface”
approach represents a focus on the minimum requirements of a
learning task, deploying strategies such as rote memorization. We
predicted that students with higher deep approaches to learning,
and those with lower surface approaches, would be most likely to
perceive the DEFT resources as useful and most likely to say that
they would use them.
In the second study, using a focus group method, we built
on the initial quantitative exploration with a more in-depth
exploration of students’ perceptions of the DEFT resources,
exploring potential aids and barriers to their engagement. Here
we did not focus on any systematic individual differences between
participants. In the third and final study, we sought to conduct
an initial evaluation of the impact of the workshop component
of the DEFT, by using a simplistic and exploratory self-report
measure of feedback literacy to explore changes pre- and postworkshop. Taken together, exploring these issues can facilitate an
initial discussion of how toolkits of resources such as the DEFT,
in contrast with individual interventions that might focus on
tackling only one kind of barrier or skill, might be used to develop
students’ proactive recipience of feedback information.

including consultation, design, implementation, and evaluation.
In determining the content of the DEFT tools, specific emphasis
was placed upon considering the four types of barriers identified
in Winstone et al.’s (2017b) focus groups. We also took into
account some initial data gathered during one of the participants’
activities in those focus groups, which were published in
Supplementary Materials alongside that paper. There, each
focus group ranked the usefulness and their likelihood of
using various different feedback recipience interventions. We
found that feedback resources, workshops, and portfolios were
all considered to be among the most useful interventions in
principle, and considered the most likely to be engaged with
in practice.
The first component of the DEFT, the feedback glossary,
was designed principally to support students’ awareness of what
common feedback comments mean. We consulted the transcripts
from Winstone et al. (2017b), to find examples of feedback terms
that participants spontaneously mentioned finding confusing.
We then consulted teaching staff who were asked to provide
short definitions of what they might mean when using each
of these terms, and these definitions were synthesized. The
resulting glossary was inserted as one part of the second DEFT
component, the feedback guide. The guide is a short booklet
for students designed principally to support their cognisance
and agency, giving them concrete strategies that they might use
to support their implementation of feedback. The guide was
initially constructed by our student partners, and then refined
and improved collaboratively. As part of their consultations with
other students, our student partners created a feedback flowchart
for inclusion in the guide, which set out a simplistic step-by-step
process that could be taken when receiving feedback.
Like the feedback guide, the feedback workshop was also
designed principally to support students’ cognisance and agency,
through giving them opportunities to reflect on what feedback is,
how it can be used, and some of the difficulties that people face in
reaping the benefits of feedback. Some of the workshop activities
involve students bringing along a recent example of feedback
they have received, so that they can discuss and analyse ways
to use the advice they received. The workshop resources were
designed around the conceptual framework of feedback literacy
(Sutton, 2012). In his model, Sutton argues that feedback literacy
comprises three domains: knowing, which reflects knowledge of
the learning potential of feedback; being, which represents an
understanding of the impact of feedback on identity and emotion;
and acting, which represents an awareness of the importance
of taking concrete action in response to feedback. For each of
these three domains, we designed three interactive activities, with
accompanying resources. The workshop is designed to be flexible,
such that an educator might choose to use one individual activity
to facilitate discussions, or build a longer workshop using a
combination of activities.
Finally, the feedback portfolio was designed principally to
target the barriers of agency and volition, by enabling students
to better see how their use of feedback was having an impact
over time, and to synthesize and reflect upon their feedback.
We created a series of resources that could be used within
either an electronic or paper-based portfolio, such as guided
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STUDY 1
Method
Participants
A total of 92 undergraduate Psychology students from
different levels of study (54% first-years, 32% second-years,
5% professional placement years, and 9% final-years) completed
the study in exchange for course credits. The total sample
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and ideal use of feedback. Next, they received a one-sentence
description of the purpose and intended use of each of the four
components of the DEFT, before rating their perceptions of each
component as described above, and then rating their potential use
of feedback if they were to use the DEFT. Finally, they completed
the R-SPQ-2F, before receiving a written debriefing.

included 79 females and 13 males (mean age = 20.50, SD = 3.65,
range = 18–39).

Materials
The study comprised an online survey that included the following
sets of questions.

Perceptions of Feedback Usage

Results

All participants responded to questions that required them to rate
the extent to which they currently put into action the feedback
that they receive on their assessed work (hereafter, “current use,”
and the extent to which they believe they should do so (hereafter,
“ideal use”). Separately, they rated the extent to which they could
put their feedback into action, if they were to receive and engage
with the DEFT resources (“potential use”). For each of these
three questions they responded using an on-screen sliding scale
equivalent to a visual analog scale. The scales were anchored from
“Not at all” to “Frequently,” and the final position of each slider
was automatically converted to a score between 0 and 100 for the
purposes of analysis.

Perceptions of Feedback Usage
We began by examining our participants’ perceptions of the
extent to which they currently use their feedback, the extent
to which they should use it, and the extent to which using
the DEFT resources could reduce the gap between these two.
Overall, participants believed that in principle they should put
their feedback into action very regularly (M = 90.63, SD = 10.45),
but that they currently fall rather short of this normative ideal
(M = 60.53, SD = 19.38). Participants felt that with the support
of the DEFT resources, they would be able to use their feedback
more regularly (M = 80.07, SD = 16.48), thus making up much
of the deficit between their current and ideal standards.
As described above, one subsequent question was whether
these perceptions of feedback use varied systematically according
to students’ approaches to learning. We explored this question
using correlation analyses; however, because participants’ mean
responses for the “ideal use” measure were near ceiling, and
therefore not normally distributed, we took a non-parametric
approach to all of these analyses. As Table 1 shows, participants
who expressed more of a deep approach to learning typically
rated their current use of feedback as higher, and they perceived
a smaller deficit between their current, and ideal use of feedback.
However, approaches to learning were not systematically related
to the extent to which people felt the DEFT resources could
help them reduce this deficit. There was a weak and nonsignificant tendency for those students higher in deep approach
to perceive that they would improve less as a result of using
the DEFT. However, even if it were treated as meaningful, this
negative correlation is particularly difficult to interpret because
the equivalent correlation between potential improvement and
surface approach is also negative (and weak and non-significant).
Overall then, the absence of clear correlations here leads us
to best conclude that people’s perceptions of their potential
improvement in feedback use after using the DEFT were not
significantly related to the extent of their deep or surface
approach. Consequently, we found that participants with a
more strongly surface approach tended to envisage a larger
remaining deficit from their ideal standards even were they to
use the DEFT. The opposite effect for deep approach was not
statistically significant.

Perceptions of the DEFT Components
Participants rated the utility of the four DEFT components, each
on two separate scales. Specifically, for each component they
rated the extent to which students would benefit from having
access to the resource (hereafter, “usefulness in principle”), and
the likelihood that they would actually take advantage of the
resource if it were available to them (“likelihood of use”). They
made these ratings on scales from 1 (Very useless / unlikely) to 7
(Very useful/likely).

Approaches to Learning
All participants completed the Revised two-factor Study Process
Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F; Biggs et al., 2001). The R-SPQ-2F
is a widely used measure of deep and surface approaches
to learning, and participants are required to indicate their
agreement with 20 statements such as “My aim is to pass my
course whilst doing as little work as possible,” using scales from
1 (Never true of me) to 5 (Always true of me). Deep and
surface approaches are measured separately (in this sample,
the overall correlation between both was r = −0.36, p <
0.001). The measure possessed good internal consistency in
this sample (Deep approach α = 0.80; Surface approach α =
0.80). In the original Biggs et al. (2001) questionnaire, both the
deep and surface approach dimensions are sub-divided further
into “strategy” and “motive” sub-dimensions. Here our findings
were highly comparable between these sub-dimensions; therefore
although we report the more granular findings in Tables 1, 2 for
completeness, we comment only on the overall results for deep
and surface approaches.

Perceptions of the DEFT Tools

Procedure

Next, we examined whether participants believed that each of the
individual DEFT components—the glossary, the feedback guide
as a whole, the feedback workshop, and the portfolio—would be
useful in principle, and whether they would actually engage with
them in practice. Figure 1 shows that in general they perceived
all four components as useful in principle, rating all four above
five on the 7-point scale. Participants also generally believed

The procedure for all studies in this paper were approved by
an institutional ethics review board, and all participants in these
studies gave informed consent to take part.
All participants completed the survey in the same order. After
giving consent to take part, and indicating their age, gender,
and level of study, they first answered the questions on current
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TABLE 1 | Spearman correlations between participants’ reported approaches to learning, and their perceptions of feedback usage with and without use of the DEFT.
Deep approach
Overall

Surface approach

Motive

Strategy

Overall

Motive

Strategy

Current use

0.31**

0.26*

0.26*

−0.14

−0.13

−0.14

Ideal use

0.11

0.08

0.09

−0.14

−0.13

−0.13

Deficit (ideal minus Current use)

−0.28**

−0.25*

−0.24*

0.06

0.06

0.05

Improvement with DEFT (potential minus Current use)

−0.17

−0.12

−0.14

−0.12

−0.12

−0.11

Remaining deficit following DEFT (ideal minus potential use)

−0.17

−0.18

−0.15

0.27**

0.24*

0.29**

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

TABLE 2 | Spearman correlations between participants’ reported approaches to learning, and their perceptions of the utility and likelihood of use of each
DEFT component.
Deep approach

Perceived utility

Likelihood of use

Surface approach

Overall

Motive

Strategy

Overall

Motive

Strategy

Glossary

0.16

0.19

0.10

−0.11

−0.20

−0.05

Feedback guide

0.27**

0.23*

0.29**

−0.26*

−0.27*

−0.26*

Feedback workshop

0.24*

0.20

0.21*

−0.18

−0.18

−0.19
−0.05

Portfolio

−0.06

0.08

−0.18

−0.01

0.10

Glossary

0.11

0.12

0.09

0.02

−0.06

0.04

Feedback guide

0.15

0.10

0.20

−0.14

−0.15

−0.14

Feedback workshop
Portfolio

0.26*
−0.01

0.22*
0.06

0.28**
−0.07

−0.29**

−0.34**

−0.25*

−0.15

−0.12

−0.16

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

that they would actually engage with these tools, although their
ratings of likelihood of use were statistically lower, overall,
than their ratings of usefulness in principle, Wilcoxon Z (N =
92) = 3.16, p < 0.01. This difference was foremostly seen for
the feedback workshop, but the overall size of the difference
was small. In terms of both perceived utility in principle, and
likelihood of use in practice, participants rated the portfolio tool
the most positively. We must, of course, remember that these
self-report measures lend themselves easily to demand effects,
whereby participants provide the responses that they believe the
researchers desire; the anonymous online format of the survey
clearly mitigates but does not entirely remove this concern.
Once again, we took a non-parametric approach to analyse
how these perceptions were associated with participants’
approaches to learning. A number of systematic patterns emerged
across the different components, as summarized in Table 2. As
the table shows, it was generally the case that those with stronger
deep approaches were somewhat more optimistic, and those with
stronger surface approaches were somewhat more pessimistic
about these tools, especially the feedback guide. Not all of these
relationships were statistically significant, though; in particular
we found no evidence of systematic individual differences in
students’ perceptions of the utility or likelihood of using the
feedback portfolio. Put differently, these data offer some evidence
that certain DEFT components are more likely to be used by
some students than by others, not just because some students are
more likely than others to engage, but also because they differ in
their perceptions of the potential utility of such tools. However, it

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

FIGURE 1 | Mean perceptions of each DEFT tool’s usefulness in principle, and
likelihood of being used. Error bars are equal to ±1 standard error of the mean.

is important to emphasize that all of these relationships—even
those that were statistically significant—were relatively small
in size.

STUDY 2
Method
Participants
A total of 13 Psychology students from different levels of
undergraduate study (nine first-years, three second-years, and
one final-year) each took part in one of four focus groups
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might use a dictionary, having it available “on the side like
when you’re looking at [feedback]” (Participant A, FG1). Other
students expressed a belief that they would benefit from digesting
the information as more of a preparatory exercise, and would
“probably read through it at the beginning of the year and then
I probably wouldn’t look at it again” (Participant D, FG2). Indeed,
several participants perceived that a glossary of feedback terms
would be of most use to them in the early years of their course:

(denoted below as FG1, FG2, FG3, and FG4, which contained
two, four, two, and three participants, respectively), in exchange
either for course credits or for £5. In total the sample comprised
12 females and one male.

Materials and Procedure
The focus groups were facilitated by a research assistant who
was unknown to the participants. Following a rapport-building
activity involving introductions and general conversation
(Kitzinger, 1994), the research assistant facilitated discussion
through a semi-structured topic guide. The facilitator first
introduced the project through which the resources were
developed, and then explained that the purpose of the focus
groups was to gather students’ perceptions of the tools. First,
participants were introduced to each of the DEFT components.
For each component they received a summary sheet that
explained what the tool is, its intended purpose, and some
information about how the tool was developed. They also
received a copy of the feedback guide (containing the glossary),
a summary of some workshop exercises and activities, and some
screenshots of the portfolio as it might appear in a web-browser.
As students explored each resource, the facilitator encouraged
discussion structured around the ways in which the resource
would be helpful for their learning, what would make it difficult
to use, and how it could be further improved. The facilitator
provided prompts where necessary, but otherwise his role was
minimal. Once participants had explored all components of the
DEFT, they were given the opportunity to share any further
perspectives about their use of feedback. Finally, students were
invited to express the “take home” message that they would
like the researchers to take from their discussions. Following
the completion of all four focus groups, the recordings were
transcribed verbatim, and all participants were assigned an
alphabetic identifier to preserve their anonymity. The transcripts
were analyzed deductively using thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke, 2006), through which we searched the transcripts using
a realist approach for evidence of likely barriers and facilitators
to students’ engagement with the resources as identified on a
semantic level (Braun and Clarke, 2006). We followed Braun and
Clarke’s recommended stages of analysis, with the processes of
generating codes and organizing them into themes being carried
out by two researchers through an iterative process of dialogue.

D:
E:
D:
N:

Nevertheless, there was a clear view that the participants would
not wish for such a resource to be a substitute for dialogue with
academic staff, and that this would influence the way in which
students engage with the resource:
G: I think it’s probably really useful, it’s probably quite reassuring
as a first port of call but I think in most situations, if you
were that concerned about what they meant in your feedback,
you’d go and talk to the lecturer (FG2).

Feedback Guide
In participants’ discussions of the feedback guide, it became clear
that they particularly valued the explicit guidance on how to use
feedback in general:
D: I guess [the guide] also gives you the steps for things to
actually look for, so at the beginning I kind of looked at [my
feedback] and thought “okay so there’s some stuff that I’ve
done okay, and there is some stuff I can improve, but I don’t
really know how should I go forward from that, I’ve read but
now what do I do?” So then saying like actually, think about
what you can do to improve solidly and then do an action
plan, I might possibly engage with [my feedback] more (FG1).
In some cases participants saw this instructive value as being less
about providing concrete strategies to follow, and more about
providing motivation and encouragement. In their discussions
of the resources, students frequently acknowledged the various
difficulties associated with using feedback well. In particular,
students recognized that their emotional responses to feedback
can hamper their engagement, and that the flowchart contained
within the feedback guide might help them to engage with
feedback in a better way by directing them to think about their
emotional readiness: “I think it’s actually quite good—I never
even considered like assuming you would be emotionally ready,
so that’s quite good” (Participant B, FG1). The flowchart was also
perceived to be beneficial in terms of giving students a sense of
agency and motivation to take action on feedback:

Results
Recall that the aim of this study was to explore students’
perceptions of the DEFT resources, including the potential aids
and barriers to their engagement. Below we outline some of what
we judged to be the most noteworthy or recurrent viewpoints
that came up in participants’ discussions, for each of the four
DEFT components.

Feedback Glossary

O: I like the flow chart. A lot.
K+N+J: Yeah.
K: It’s really good.
N: I think it sort of encourages you to actually do something
about your feedback?

When discussing the glossary, participants were in general
agreement that it could help them with “demystifying” academic
terminology, and could give them clearer insight into the
perspective of a marker. Some students saw the glossary as a
resource that they might use after receiving feedback, as one

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

Probably the first few essays you get back –
Yeah
– and then you get to know what everything means (FG2).
Maybe like you’d use it more in first year cos then there would
be more terms that you’re unfamiliar with, but then that are
used like again in second and final year (FG4).
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discussing with other people so you get more ideas” (Participant
B, FG1).
Another perceived benefit of the feedback workshop was that
the activities gave them the opportunity to apply the techniques
learnt to their own feedback, by using examples of their own
feedback as the basis for exercises:

K: Yeah.
N: Cos like a lot of the time you just sort of get it and then just
forget about it and put it aside (FG3).
In all four focus groups, students discussed how the fact that
the feedback guide was authored by students enhanced its
accessibility: “I think it’s good because it’s not like really academic
it’s more like informal like a few tips...” (Participant K, FG4).
Participants also discussed how reading about other students’
difficulties when using feedback, as well as their suggested
strategies for success, is at once both reassuring and motivating:

B: I just think it would be really helpful to apply this to your own
work and then see if you’ve kind of done the approach right
maybe, and get feedback from your tutor (FG1).
G: I think as well there should be the option to, if you’re
comfortable with it, to use specific examples from your own
feedback to make it more specific to students obviously people
might...people might not want to talk about their feedback,
but if you’re comfortable with talking about it within the
group then I think there should be the chance to make it about
your own feedback (FG2).
C: it kind of encourages you to actually engage with your
feedback and see how you can make it better, because
sometimes you look at it and think okay I need to do that next
time, but you’re not sure how to do. So if you get hands-on
experience with your own work of how to use your feedback,
I think that would be helpful (FG2).

H: I quite like this because it’s quite realist, it includes like erm
the opinions of students at the back and then at the front,
erm, in how to use this guide, for example the points made
as it can be difficult to feel motivated to use feedback. I think
that would... that may encourage students to look over their
feedback and use it effectively (FG3).
O: I like the “you are not alone” section.
J: Yeah.
O: Cos it’s probably like saying exactly what you’re thinking so it
sort of helps you out a bit (FG4).
Despite clear recognition of the benefits of the feedback guide,
some participants did question whether students would fully
engage with all of the information in the guide, because “there’s
so much text they may feel demotivated to look through all of this.”
(Participant H, FG3). Others questioned whether the feedback
guide was a resource that students would actually return to: “if
you read it once, would you read it again?” (Participant B, FG1).
There was also a perception amongst some students that
whilst resources such as a student-authored feedback guide might
be useful in principle, the resource would be most useful for
those who have yet to develop the skills to implement feedback.
However, students also recognized that those who might benefit
the most from the resource may also be less likely to engage with
it, perhaps because their emotional response to feedback may
inhibit engagement:

Here, participants envisaged that although not all students
would be comfortable sharing examples of feedback they had
received, there was potentially much to gain from engaging in
the workshop activities that centered on the use of personal
examples. Students also perceived that the workshop affords an
opportunity to get “hands-on experience” with using feedback,
which could increase their agency to enact these techniques when
receiving feedback again in the future.
In all of the focus groups, interesting discussions arose
regarding the way in which the workshops might be scheduled.
The consensus seemed to be that the value of the workshop comes
from creating a dedicated time and space to work on skills for
engaging with feedback, which students may not otherwise use
to focus on feedback. This led to suggestions that “perhaps they
should be compulsory” (Participant H, FG3):
B: Erm I guess the fir... the initial thought is it’s quite good
because it will make you engage with it. I mean it’s an hour
that you have to dedicate to thinking about how you’d approach
feedback, whereas I think realistically would you give an hour of
your time to think about how to approach feedback? (FG1).

G: The chances are, if you’re one of those students that wants to
act on feedback to do it, you would have already sorted out
how to act on feedback (FG2).
E: I think the problem is, if you’ve just got some bad feedback
you’re not going to want to read all this. You’re going to be
in a bad mood and you’re just going to kinda want the facts
and get straight to the information you want—you might not
want all this kind of trying to personalize it and try and make
it relate to you (FG2).

Feedback Portfolio
Discussion around whether engaging with the DEFT should
be optional or compulsory also arose when students explored
the feedback portfolio resources. In some students’ views, the
portfolio would not take significant time or effort to utilize, and
would promote their own engagement with feedback: “I also don’t
think that it would take that much of your time maybe quarter
of an hour... erm and it would make you do it.” (Participant B,
FG1). Across the focus groups, though, different opinions were
expressed about the optionality of engaging with the portfolio.
For some, “if it’s something that is optional, then the people that
really want to make a difference to their work are going to do
it but I don’t think it is something you can say is compulsory”

Feedback Workshop
When discussing the feedback workshop resources, students
perceived benefits of taking part in a facilitated session focused
on engagement with feedback, and judged the interaction and
discussion with peers to be one particular benefit. One participant
for example said “it’s very useful to hear comments from your peers
and see how they respond to certain bits of criticism” (Participant
L, FG4), whilst another remarked that: “it’s great that this kind
of talks you through the process of going through it and you’re

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

7

May 2019 | Volume 4 | Article 39

Winstone et al.

Building Feedback Literacy

As was the case for participants’ discussions of the feedback
glossary, students also discussed the relevance of the portfolio
resource at different stages of their degree programmes, seeing
greater benefit to using the portfolio during the early stages: “I
think to help in first and second year it’s probably good but maybe
beyond that, if you’re improving as a whole student that’s more
important” (Participant G, FG2).

(Participant D, FG2). Others expressed a belief that use of the
portfolio would need to be embedded into scheduled contact
time: “I wouldn’t want to waste my own time doing this kind of—I
wouldn’t want to do this in my spare time. But if you incorporated
it into academic tutorials then it would be quite good” (Participant
E, FG2).
Despite these discussions around how best to facilitate
engagement with the portfolio resource, students identified and
discussed what they perceived to be key benefits to using such a
tool. First, students discussed that it would be useful to bring all
of their feedback together in one place, facilitating synthesis of
their strengths and areas for development:

Summary
When discussing all four resources within the DEFT, students
expressed what they perceived to be key benefits to the tools, such
as supporting decoding, identifying actions, and synthesizing
and reflecting upon feedback. Students’ discussions also identify
several key considerations to be taken into account when
planning how to support students to use the resources; the point
within the degree programme at which students would engage,
as well as the optionality of engaging with resources, seem to be
important considerations. It appears that students perceive the
optimum timepoint for introducing the DEFT resources to be
early in their degree programmes, as part of the development
of their academic literacy—this finding might possibly, however,
be an artifact of the majority of our participants being in their
first-year of study; our analysis did not explore the possibility
of individual differences in this regard. To begin to explore the
utility of the DEFT resources in supporting students’ feedback
literacy from the start of a degree programme, we implemented
and evaluated a DEFT feedback workshop in a Level 4 (i.e., first
year of university) academic skills tutorial programme.

B: Yeah no I think that’s a really good point it’s like synthesizing
everything... with how it is at the moment you get a piece of
feedback and you probably save it on the folder that piece and
module’s in, and then it’s loads of different places (FG1).
A: Cos it just makes it all like. . . like I said it’s all in one page you
don’t have to look at like your past like two essays separately
to see ‘oh what did I do wrong there?’ to make sure you don’t
do it again (FG1).
G: I think this is really good, having it all in one place. . . you can
see where you’ve improved because you’re... you can look at
how it’s jumped forward in different assignments (FG2).
Second, students reflected upon the potential benefit of
the portfolio for facilitating dialogue with their lecturer or
personal tutor:
K: Yeah that’s a good idea. To be like, for the personal tutor to
have access to what you’ve written. . . and say “oh I’ve noticed
that you’ve written this in a lot of essays but you still haven’t
seen improvement” (FG4).
N: I think it would be good for a tutor to like erm look at it sort
of once you’ve completed it? Cos say you... you think you’re
doing something not so well each time... like they could be “oh
no you’re actually doing this okay, but now do this”. . . ? (FG4)

STUDY 3
Method
Participants
A total of 103 first-year undergraduate Psychology students
voluntarily completed the first part of the study during
class. One week later, 77 of these students completed the
second part of the study during a tutorial—the remaining 26
participants were excluded from analysis. We did not collect
demographic data about the participants, but the sampled
population was disproportionately female, and most would have
been aged 18–19.

Interestingly, students envisaged benefits to this kind of dialogue
beyond just engaging with feedback, where the portfolio could
become a vehicle for their stronger engagement with personal
tutoring: “I’m wondering if actually now getting your tutor to be
involved in your academic progress is one way to get people more
involved with their personal tutor” (Participant G, FG2).
Third, students expressed a belief that the portfolio would
support their reflection on feedback, enabling stronger
engagement with the information and a clearer sense of
how to enact the advice:

Materials
We developed a simplistic and exploratory measure containing
14 items that related to each of the three different elements of
feedback literacy outlined by Sutton (2012), namely knowing,
being, and acting. We should be clear that we did not conduct
any prior formal validation of this scale, and indeed, that our
aim here was not to develop and validate such a measure of
feedback literacy. Instead, our aim here was simply to develop
a series of items that would provide an exploratory indicator
of the effectiveness of our classroom intervention. The item
development process therefore involved detailed scrutiny of
Sutton’s (2012) article, then developing and refining items that
reflected each of the knowing, being, and acting elements. For
example, the items included “Feedback supports the development
of broader academic skills”; “My engagement with feedback does

A: . . . and then the next time round when you get that piece of
feedback be like “oh I didn’t even realize that I’ve done this
bad twice in a row, now there’s obviously something wrong
with this” (FG1).
O: I think it’s a really good idea. Cos if say you’re getting low
marks on like essay one and two and then you’re sort of
getting a bit annoyed with yourself like essay three you might
want to really like change something. You can see like the
common things that you’re doing wrong and like really make
an effort to change it (FG4).
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analyzed the data using a non-parametric Wilcoxon test, Z(n =
77) = 5.55, p < 0.001, r = 0.45.

not depend on the mark I receive”; and “In order to be useful,
feedback needs to be acted upon.” Participants were required
to rate each statement on a scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to
5 (Strongly agree). One of the items was reverse scored during
analysis. For each participant we calculated an overall feedback
literacy score at each of Time 1 and Time 2 by averaging all 14
items (α = 0.73 at Time 1, α = 0.75 at Time 2). A full list of the
items can be found in Table S1 in the Supplementary Materials.

DISCUSSION
Ensuring students’ proactive engagement with feedback is crucial
if that feedback is ever to be useful. Having created the DEFT
as a resource for breaking down barriers to proactive recipience
and for developing recipience skills, the three studies reported in
this paper served to evaluate the perceived value of this kind of
systematic approach.
Our first aim here was to explore students’ perceptions of
the potential utility of the DEFT resources. Taking the DEFT
as a whole, the findings from Study 1 illustrate that participants
saw potential for the DEFT to reduce the deficit between their
current feedback recipience and what they believe to be the
ideal level of feedback recipience. In addition, participants’
ratings of the utility of each component in the DEFT, as well
as their reported likelihood of engagement with the resources,
were relatively high across the board. Nevertheless, participants’
ratings of the likelihood of engaging with the resources were
statistically lower than their ratings of the perceived utility
of the resources. The data from the focus groups in Study
2 provide converging evidence for these conclusions. When
exploring the DEFT resources in the focus groups, participants
discussed what they perceived to be unique benefits to each
component; for example, believing that the glossary would
support their decoding of terminology, and that the portfolio
would enable them to effectively synthesize feedback from
multiple assignments. However, participants suggested that
several of the resources would be most beneficial at an early stage
of their university programmes. This perception may explain
why some participants, perhaps those at a later stage of a
programme, perceived the potential utility of certain tools in
principle to be greater than their likelihood of using the tools
in practice. Similarly, students expressed differing perspectives
about whether or not engagement with the resources should be
compulsory. Some students believed that they would be unlikely
to engage with the resources unless they were compulsory;
others believed that engagement with the resources should be
voluntary. These differences of opinion serve to demonstrate
the importance of seeking to explore individual differences in
students’ engagement with feedback interventions.
On the matter of individual differences, in Study 1 we
found that participants who scored highly on self-reported deep
approach to learning tended to claim that they currently use
feedback more frequently than did their “low on deep approach”
counterparts. Importantly, though, there were no statistically
significant differences (according to approaches to learning) in
the extent to which participants felt the DEFT would enhance
their current use of feedback. What we did find, though, was
that deep approach participants rated the utility of a feedback
guide and feedback workshop as higher, and believed they would
engage more with the workshop in particular; the reverse was
true for surface approach participants. In other words, we found
counterintuitively that deep and surface learners differed in how

Procedure
Time 1
At the beginning of a timetabled teaching session, all participants
were asked to take part in the study by completing our
14-item feedback literacy measure, which was then collected
from them. The session that followed constituted the DEFT
feedback workshop. In this 1-h workshop, participants completed
a number of individual and group-based activities, as well
as class discussions, centering around several key aspects of
feedback literacy. First, participants took part in a group
discussion activity structured around the following questions:
what is feedback; where and whom does feedback come
from; what is the impact of feedback; and what can make
feedback difficult to use. Next, participants worked in groups
to discuss a series of exemplar feedback comments, how they
might interpret these comments, and what might plausibly
be learned from them. In the third activity, participants had
the opportunity to consider, first individually and then in
groups, the emotions raised by feedback and how to manage
them. In the final activity, participants discussed in groups
what actions they could take on a new series of exemplar
feedback comments.

Time 2
At the start of a second scheduled teaching session, 1 week
after the first, participants were asked to complete the same 14item measure that they completed at Time 1. After finishing this
measure, all participants were debriefed.

Results
For all 14 of the individual scale items, there was variability
in participants’ responses at both Time 1 and Time 2. At both
time points, we averaged participants’ scores across these 14
survey items to produce an overall score. These scores were
distributed approximately normally (Time 1: skewness z = 1.32,
kurtosis z = −0.02; Time 2: skewness z = 1.00, kurtosis z
= 2.06). Nevertheless, because the distributions of responses
on some individual items were highly skewed, we chose to
analyse the average scores using both a parametric and nonparametric approach, to ensure that the findings would be robust
to alternative analyses. At Time 1, participants provided mean
scores of 3.99 out of 5 (SD = 0.32; Median = 3.93; Range =
3.29–4.93) across the 14 survey items. In contrast, at Time 2 they
provided mean scores of 4.19 (SD = 0.34; Median = 4.14; Range
= 3.64–4.93). A paired t-test confirmed that this represented a
statistically significant increase in feedback literacy scores, t (76) =
6.80, p < 0.001, d = 0.62; the same outcome held when we instead
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time period. In all three studies, our sample sizes were relatively
small and were constrained to a single subject discipline.
Thinking more broadly about the outstanding questions
raised by our work, it is important to emphasize that our
evaluation of the resources focuses on students’ subjective
perceptions of the benefit of these tools, as well as a shortterm exploration of the impact of a feedback literacy workshop.
Future research should seek to measure the longer-term impact
of interventions to support students’ feedback literacy, and
the effects on their subsequent use of feedback. Indeed, there
is a real scarcity of research in the literature that explores
the impact of feedback interventions on long-term behavioral
outcomes that are less susceptible to demand effects than are
self-report measures (Winstone et al., 2017a). Yet longer-term
outcome measures are crucial if we are to ascertain the real
impact of feedback interventions on students’ learning and
skill development.
These limitations aside, the present studies suggest that when
striving to enhance students’ feedback literacy, a skills-based
intervention focused on tackling barriers to engagement has good
potential. This kind of intervention aligns well with a socioconstructivist approach to feedback, in which emphasis is placed
on the active engagement of the student in the feedback process,
and on seeing evidence of the impact of feedback on students’
learning (e.g., Ajjawi and Boud, 2017). And importantly, it also
aligns with the notion that truly developing these important skills
requires a sharing of responsibility by both educators and by
students (Nash and Winstone, 2017).

useful they perceived specific DEFT resources to be, even though
they did not differ significantly in the extent to which they
thought the DEFT resources as a whole would increase their use
of feedback. These findings, together with students’ discussions in
the focus groups (where we did not explore systematic individual
differences, but we did note differences of opinion), demonstrate
that not all students are likely to engage with the resources
in the same way. In particular, given findings that approaches
to learning are associated with academic attainment (see, for
example, Richardson et al., 2012), our findings align with other
reports in the literature that those students who are most likely
to benefit from feedback interventions may be least likely to
use them. For example, in the context of medical education,
Harrison et al. (2013) showed that “just-passing” students were
less likely to use feedback on summative OSCE exams than
were higher performing students. Our findings suggest that
studying systematic individual differences could potentially help
with understanding how best to engage and support a diverse
population of students.
The final aim of this paper was to test for changes
in students’ self-reported feedback literacy before and after
attending a feedback workshop utilizing the DEFT resources.
Here we found that after attending the workshop, participants’
scores increased significantly on a simplistic and exploratory
measure of feedback literacy (Sutton, 2012). This preliminary
evidence of the efficacy of the workshop is an encouraging
indicator of the potential benefits of such interventions.
However, it should be treated with caution given the potential
for demand effects in self-report ratings, and in particular
given that our feedback literacy measure was not validated.
Scale validation is an important step in ensuring that a
measure taps appropriately into the construct that it claims
to measure. Therefore, future research involving classroom
interventions on this topic would benefit substantially from
the development of a reliable and well-validated measure of
feedback literacy, which could be used by researchers and
practitioners for better understanding students’ engagement
with feedback.
The data reported in this paper represent an initial evaluation
of students’ perceptions of one approach to developing students’
feedback literacy. Each of our individual studies carries
limitations beyond those already mentioned above. In Study
1, some of the outcome measures contained relatively little
variability between participants; for example, the top anchor for
our scale of “ideal” feedback recipience was “frequently,” and
a more extreme choice of anchor might have allowed greater
variability in our data and in turn influenced the strength of the
overall findings. In Study 2, students’ discussions were limited
to the tools contained within the DEFT; they were not able to
discuss any different interventions that they perceived might
benefit their feedback literacy, and we did not get a clear picture
of any relevant individual differences in participants’ viewpoints.
In Study 3, we measured the change in responses to scale items
relating to feedback literacy after a relatively short period of time,
rather than tracking the impact of the workshops over a longer
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