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INTRODUCTION
Instructors put a lot of time and effort into providing feedback for 
students. They do this because they recognize that good feedback 
has the potential not only to justify and explain a grade, but also 
to help students improve in their future assignments. But that 
potential cannot be realized if the feedback is not understood, 
used, or even read by the student. If the feedback is ignored, it 
becomes merely “dangling data,” as Robert Sadler put it (1989). 
It is worthwhile learning, therefore, what characteristics of feed-
back are likely to lead to its implementation so that instructors 
can craft responses to student work that will help to improve the 
students’ future efforts in meaningful ways.

A multitude of factors influence whether or not students 
make use of the feedback that they receive. Many of these factors, 
of course, are out of instructors’ control. Among those that we as 
instructors can shape are the form and tone of feedback. Within 
those parameters, our investigation considers the effectiveness 
of different kinds of feedback on written assignments. Our most 
basic research question was whether a student was more likely 
to implement feedback when that feedback was phrased in the 
form of a question, a statement, or an imperative. Recognizing 
that the answer to that question could well differ according 
which aspect of writing was being commented upon, the extent of 
change required, the student’s past performance in the course, and 
the person providing the feedback, we also asked which kind of 
phrasing was most effective for commenting on a thesis, evidence, 
organization, and language; if a particular form of feedback was 
especially effective for a high, medium, and low extent of change; 
whether a student’s grade on an earlier assignment was related 
to the type of feedback they were most likely to implement; and 
if the identity of TA made any difference to the implementation 
of feedback.

In our study, students in a large first-year History course 
at the University of Toronto Mississauga submitted an essay, 
received feedback, were instructed to implement this feedback to 
improve their work, and then resubmitted the revised essay. Using 
a scoring system in four parts (the format of the feedback, how 

well the students implemented the feedback, the extent of the 
changes requested, and the types of writing problems addressed 
in the feedback), we considered 1,340 individual instances of 
feedback (67 students participating in the study; 2 assignments 
for each student; 10 comments on each assignment). We exam-
ined how students’ assignments changed between the first and 
revised submissions, and sought to determine whether feedback 
constructed as questions, statements, or commands was most 
likely to prompt improvement.

BACKGROUND
Many factors shaping students’ “readiness-to-engage” with feed-
back (Handley, Price, & Millar, 2011) are beyond the control, and 
sometimes even the awareness, of instructors. These factors 
include students’ preconceived ideas about their own strengths 
and identities (Torres & Anguiano, 2016); their opinions about 
whether teachers should take effort into account when assign-
ing a grade (Tippin, Lafreniere, & Page, 2012); their perception of 
how well the grade on their assignment matches their pre-exist-
ing standard of what constitutes a good grade (Winstone, Nash, 
Rowntree, & Parker, 2017) or their pre-determined idea of what 
grade their assignment should receive (Ryan & Henderson, 2017); 
their predisposition to either a growth or a fixed mindset when 
reading feedback (Forsythe & Johnson, 2017); and, if teaching assis-
tants are providing the feedback, the experience of those teaching 
assistants (Tang & Harrison, 2011;  Vardi, 2013).

Overall, researchers have “mixed feelings on the power of 
feedback to influence learning” (Evans, 2013, p. 73), and faculty do 
not always follow the advice presented by those who research 
the principles of effective feedback (Stern & Solomon, 2006). It is 
clear that the mere existence of feedback does not necessarily 
mean that students will actually use it (Brown & Glover, 2006). On 
more specific questions of what makes feedback effective, studies 
have offered some helpful directions and guidelines for instructors. 
Clarity in the communication of course objectives and of how 
assessments fit into these objectives has been shown to improve 
student learning outcomes. Students improve most when instruc-
tors provide clear assessments and frequent feedback (Riddell, 
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2015), and they appreciate it when feedback is consistent with 
assignment guidelines (Torres & Anguiano, 2016). In addition to 
clear instruction, access to exemplars can also help students make 
use of formative feedback (Sadler, 1989). Students sometimes 
struggle with reading instructors’ handwriting (Hyland, 2000), and 
may find some colors of ink more likely to provoke anxiety (Davis 
& Coleman, 2007) although these concerns recede as handwrit-
ten feedback decreases, and students often prefer comments that 
are typed or drawn from a comment bank because they perceive 
such comments as clearer, easier to read, and fairer (Denton et 
al., 2008). 

Precision in feedback is another factor that can influence 
implementation, and this is all the more true when set within the 
context of larger goals for an assignment or a course. Students 
can feel overwhelmed and intimidated by the amount of feedback 
on their assignments if there is too much of it (Glover & Brown, 
2006; Torres & Anguiano, 2016), and they often prefer precise 
advice about exactly what to change and how to make improve-
ments (Cho & MacArthur, 2010; Doan 2013; Huxham, 2007; 
Hyland, 2000; Walker, 2009)—this is particularly the case when 
the feedback is part of a scaffolded structure or is intended to 
be used in revision (Walker, 2009). Descriptive feedback demon-
strating how to reach correct solutions has been shown to be 
more effective than simple evaluative feedback (in other words, 
formative “feedforward” seems more effective than summative 
feedback); it should address questions of what the assessment 
goals are, where the student currently is, and the next steps for 
bridging that gap. In short, feedback needs to be holistically inte-
grated into the course, and the nature of that integration needs 
to be clear (Bailey & Garner, 2010; Hepplestone & Chikwa, 2014; 
Lipnevich & Smith, 2009; Mulliner & Tucker, 2017; Robinson, Pope, 
& Holyoak, 2013; Skinner, 2014; Vardi, 2013). Furthermore, feed-
back should focus on the task itself rather than on the student 
who did the task (Tang & Harrison, 2011), and, ideally—from 
the student’s perspective—there should be a balance between 
constructive feedback (on how to improve their work) and posi-
tive feedback (what they did correctly) (Hattie & Timperly, 2007).

Results have been mixed in studies focusing on the rela-
tionship between feedback and grades. Some studies indicate 
that feedback in the form of comments alone results in greater 
improvement than feedback in the form of comments followed by 
a mark or in the form of a mark alone (Hattie & Timperly, 2007; 
Lipnevich & Smith, 2009; Tang & Harrison, 2011). Other research 
indicates no significant effects of grading on performance and 
effectiveness of feedback (Dlaska & Krekeler, 2017).

A general theme frequently adopted by instructors is one 
proposed by Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006), namely, that 
feedback should be viewed from a student-centred perspective. 
The kind of feedback that students are most likely to implement, 
however, does not always overlap with the kind of feedback that 
instructors provide. Sometimes, this seeming disconnect is for 
a good pedagogical reason. Although students are more likely 
to implement feedback that presents easily-achievable objec-
tives, consolidates previous learning, and enhances confidence, 
instructors often prioritize feedback that aims to develop skills 
and understanding at a higher level, since this is so important for 
long-term learning (Donovan, 2014).  As suggested above, the 
appropriateness of different forms of feedback is related to the 
envisioned goal for that feedback: when assignments are to be 

revised and resubmitted, it is all the more important that feedback 
be targeted and precise (Jonsson, 2012).

PURPOSE
Researchers have been making increased efforts to assess the 
impact of academic writing instruction embedded in disciplinary 
courses, especially in contexts (such as Canada) where sepa-
rate composition courses are usually not part of higher educa-
tion curricula (Elliot & Perelman, 2012; Fulwiler, 1988; Kaler & 
Evans-Tokaryk, 2019; O’Neill, Moore, & Huot, 2009; Pruchnik et al., 
2018;  Yancey & Huot, 1997). It is already known that students are 
more likely to use feedback when it is provided on drafts rather 
than on final assignments (Tang & Harrison, 2011) or on chains 
of assignments where students take feedback from one stage and 
apply it to the next (Hounsell, 2007). It is also known that students 
benefit from repeated assignments of a revise-and-resubmit type 
(Fisher, Cavanagh, & Bowles, 2011; Freestone, 2009). Our study 
builds upon this understanding of how students learn from resub-
mission of assignments, and examines a specific question that we 
think will be helpful to course instructors, writing specialists, and 
learning centers in a wide variety of disciplines and institutions: 
Are students more likely to implement feedback when comments 
are phrased as questions, as statements, or as imperatives?

Some research has been conducted on the effectiveness of 
different ways to phrase feedback, but the research has not been 
done in the context of a large, first-year course. One study that 
looked at written feedback on reflective essays by pre-clinical 
students at the University of Groningen’s medical school found 
that phrasing comments as questions was somewhat more effec-
tive at stimulating reflection than phrasing comments as state-
ments (Dekker et al., 2013). This finding would seem to link with 
results from several studies arguing that effectiveness is enhanced 
by working with the student as a dialogue partner (Dysthe, Lille-
jord, Wasson et al., 2011; Hyatt, 2005; Mutch, 2003). Two studies 
examining comments on the writing of ELL students, by contrast, 
found that imperative comments were particularly effective 
(Nurmukhamedov & Kim, 2010; Sugita, 2006). Questions, precisely 
because they are dialogic, require more interpretation and more 
interaction on the part of the recipient, and may therefore be 
especially difficult for students with an imperfect grasp of idiom-
atic English to interpret as the instructor intended.  While we 
do not have demographic information about the specific student 
population of the course in which this research was conducted, 
roughly 25% of the students at our campus are international 
students (Neebar, 2018).  Even those students with a level of 
native proficiency sometimes find it frustrating to be provided 
with “questions” rather than “answers” (Hewett, 2010).

In this research, our goals were both to bring data produced 
in a new educational context (a large, first-year History class) into 
the conversation, and to use these data to explore the effect of 
the phrasing of feedback. More specifically, we wanted to find out 
whether phrasing feedback as questions, statements, or imper-
atives had an effect on the likelihood of students making use of 
this feedback in a subsequent piece of writing.

METHODS
All data for this project were collected in the Fall 2018 offering of 
HIS 101, a first-year History course at the University of Toronto 
Mississauga that introduces students to world history and disci-
pline-specific research and writing skills. Lectures and tutorials 
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were conducted in person, and grading was done online. The 
major assignment in the course is a set of connected, scaffolded 
writing exercises worth a total 45% of the final grade. Students 
submit a tentative Research Question and Thesis Statement 
(worth 5%) in Week 4 of the course and an Annotated Bibliogra-
phy (worth 10%) in Week 6. The feedback from these two short 
assignments prepares them for the Short Research Essay (SRE) 
due in Week 9, and the Revised Short Research Essay (RSRE) due 
in Week 12 (the last week of classes). The SRE and RSRE are each 
worth 15% of the final grade and are the only pieces of writing 
included in the corpus for this research. 

All data collection and analysis methods were approved by 
the University of Toronto’s Research Ethics Board. The partici-
pants were students enrolled in seven of thirteen tutorial sections 
of the course who submitted both an SRE and an RSRE and signed 
an informed consent form.  A total of 67 students met these crite-
ria and were included in the study. 

All students in HIS101 were required to submit the SRE in 
Week 9.  After receiving feedback on the SRE in Week 10, students 
then submitted the RSRE in Week 12 (the last week of class). 
The SRE was a 2,000-word research essay that made an argu-
ment about a primary source selected from a list provided by the 
course instructor; students were asked to use three secondary 
sources (approved in their earlier Annotated Bibliography) to 
support the argument in their SRE. For the RSRE, students were 
expected to revise the SRE by incorporating both their TAs’ feed-
back on the SRE and writing advice from one of the course texts, 
Writing History. Students were told to identify all changes from 
the original SRE in bold type. 

Students in the participating sections were assigned randomly 
into three groups. Feedback was provided in question form for 
Group 1 (e.g., “Where is the thesis statement?”), in statement 
form for Group 2 (e.g., “The thesis statement needs to be more 
clear”), and in imperative form for Group 3 (e.g., “Write a clearer 
thesis statement”). TAs were trained in how to provide feedback 
in these different ways. They could draw many of their comments 
from a comment bank created by the instructor in advance and 
improvised when necessary. 

Before the course began, the instructor developed a set of 
four assessment criteria for the assignment: 

1. clarity of the thesis 
2. selection and presentation of evidence, including cor-

rect citation 
3. organization
4. effective use of scholarly language 

 The TAs put 10 marginal comments on the SRE, with at least one 
comment corresponding to each of the four assessment criteria. 
The global comments at the end of the papers were the same in 
every case: they simply thanked the students for their assignments 
and directed them to see the marginal comments. The SREs were 
returned with feedback, which students then used to write their 
RSREs. The RSREs received two grades, each out of 100. The first 
grade used the same criteria laid out for the SRE, and the second 
grade used separate criteria related only to the improvements 
made from the original to the revised paper. 

After the conclusion of the course, each sample was 
anonymized and independently analyzed by two members of the 
research team (the raters). The raters looked at each comment 
on the SRE, compared it to the corresponding passage on the 
RSRE, and then assessed whether and how well the student imple-
mented the TA’s feedback. The research team designed a rubric to 
conduct these analyses (see Figure 1) and piloted its use during 
a benchmarking session. The rubric required the raters to iden-
tify each comment as a Question or Statement or Imperative 
(Q/S/I); assign each of the 10 comments an identifier (A-J); cate-
gorize each comment as one of the four criteria (thesis, evidence, 
organization, or language); assess the extent of change required 
(low, medium, or high); assign a score to indicate the quality of 
the change (-1 indicates a change that degrades the paper; 0 indi-
cates no change; 1 indicates some change, but not the full change 
sought; and 2 indicates the requested change); and, if appropri-
ate, provide comments to explain the analysis. The benchmark-
ing session confirmed that the rubric met the raters’ needs and 
helped ensure consistency between the two sets of analysis. 

The research team created a Scoring Guide to provide the 
raters with guidelines for completing the rubric. It defines the 
thesis, evidence, organization, and language criteria and offers 
examples of each. It also includes descriptions of what consti-
tutes a low, medium, or high “Extent of Change Required.” A “low” 
level of change was one that was local and simple, such as a 
spelling error in a single word or a paragraph that was too long 
and should be divided partway through.  A “medium” level was 
a required change that was either simple but recurring, such as 
changing verbs to past tense throughout the paper, or complex 
but local, such as finding more evidence to support a specific claim.  
A “high” level of change was extensive and challenging, such as 
the scope of the entire paper being too broad and requiring a 
narrowing of the focus, which would, in turn, require a substantial 
re-write of much of the paper, or the misinterpretation of a funda-
mental source, which would require a good deal of extra thought 
and the re-writing of at least one of the paper’s sections. When 

Paper 
No. Q/S/I A-J

Criterion 
(thesis, select + present evi-

dence, organization, language)

Extent of change 
required 

(low, medium, high)

Score
(-1,0,1,2) Comments

Q A thesis med
B thesis high
C thesis high
D evidence med
E organization high
F language low
G evidence med
H language low

Figure 1. Rubric for assessing students’ implementation of feedback
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the raters were unsure about which level of change was required 
by a comment, they also considered whether the implementation 
of feedback would take about 10 seconds, which would be “low,” 
10 minutes, which would be “medium,” or something closer to 10 
hours, which would be “high.” Finally, the Scoring Guide explains 
and includes examples of each of the possible scores that could 
be assigned to the students’ attempts to implement the feedback, 
with 0 reflecting no change, 1 reflecting partial change or an 
attempt to address the TA’s comments, and 2 reflecting substantial 
improvement. Very rarely, a score of –1 was assigned to indicate 
that the student’s change actually made the initial problem worse.

After conducting their independent analyses, the two raters 
met again to compare their results and generate a single set of 
data (see Figure 2). They went through each of the 67 sets of 
papers, discussed the 10 comments in each SRE and associated 
revisions in the RSRE, and, in cases where raters differed, reached 
an agreement on a single score that represented the student’s 
implementation of each comment in the RSRE. When necessary, 
the raters consulted the Scoring Guide to help them arrive at a 
mutually agreeable number.  All of the scores were reached by 
consensus; the raters did not average scores or use any other 
technique to generate a single number.  At the end of this process, 
the raters generated 669 scores for 669 comments.1 In most cases, 
the researchers had very similar scores in the rubric before they 
met to discuss their analyses; where there were minor differences, 
the process of discussing and coming to a consensus was rela-
tively quick and simple. 

DATA ANALYSIS
Prior to analyzing the data using inferential statistics, descriptive 
statistics were used to summarize the data in frequency tables. 
Using PivotTables on Excel, a table was created to display the 
frequency distribution of data in percentages for each of the 
study’s research questions. Generalized estimating equations 
(GEE) were then used to analyze the effect of the main predic-
tor variable (i.e., type of feedback), both independently and when 
combined with other variables, on the dependent variable (i.e., 
score). The GEE method is often used when analyzing nested or 
hierarchical data and when the dependent variable is nominal 
(Hardin & Hilbe, 2003). For these reasons, GEE was an appropriate 
technique for this study, as the data included multiple comments 
nested within each essay, and the dependent variable of score 
consisted of three unordered categories.

To address the first research question, a GEE model with the 
type of feedback (question, statement, imperative) as a factor and 
the assignment score as a dependent variable was performed. To 
investigate whether the effect of feedback varies depending on 
the criterion (thesis, evidence, organization, language), extent of 
change required (low, medium, high), grade quantile (1, 2, 3), and TA 
(1 and 2), stratified analyses for each level of these variables with 
the type of feedback as a predictor of the assignment score were 
conducted. This strategy is an alternative to including the inter-
action terms between the factor variables in GEE analyses. We 
used this strategy to avoid overcomplication of the model with 
interaction terms between categorical variables. The regression 
coefficients for each stratified analysis were examined to detect 
the differences in the effect of the type of feedback on the assess-
ment scores depending of the levels of the variables listed above. 

RESULTS
GEE proved a useful tool for considering the five research ques-
tions at the center of this study.  The following section is organized 
around each of those questions. It describes both the results and 
the ways in which the GEE model generated them.

Our first and most basic research question asked the follow-
ing: was a student more likely to implement feedback and, if so, to 
implement it well, when the feedback was phrased in the form of 
a question, a statement, or an imperative? To address this ques-
tion using GEE, the Imperative category was used as a reference 
category, and the responses to the other two categories were 
compared to it.2 As Table 1 demonstrates, there was no significant 
difference between Imperative and Statement feedback, but the 
p-value of .027 for Question feedback was significant, suggesting 
that students were twice less likely (Exp(B)=0.492) to implement 
feedback presented in the form of a Question than they were 
to implement feedback presented in the form of an Imperative. 

Table 1. GEE Modelling for Research Question 1
Parameter B SE p-value Exp(B)

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-2.169
-.442

.2593

.2241
.000
.048

.114

.643
[Q/S/I=1] -.709 .3211 .027 .492
[Q/S/I=2] -.582 .3092 .060 .559
[Q/S/I=3] 0 a . . 1
(Scale) 1
Note. Dependent Variable: Score. Model: (Threshold), Q/S/I. 
a Set to zero because this parameter is redundant..

Paper 
No. Q/S/I A-J

Criterion 
(thesis, select + 

present evidence, 
organization, 

language)
(MC)

Criterion 
(thesis, select + 

present evidence, 
organization, 

language)
(TET)

Extent of 
change 
required 

(low, medium, 
high)
(MC)

Extent of 
change 
required 

(low, medium, 
high)
(TET)

Score
(-1,0,1,2)

(MC)

Score
(-1,0,1,2)

(TET)

Comments
(MC)

Comments
(TET)

3 I A thesis thesis med med 2 2
B evidence evidence low low 0 0 comment in footnote to “place 

publication details in parentheses”
C organization organization low low 2 2
D organization organization low low 2 2
E organization organization low low 2 2
F language language low low 2 2
G organization organization low low 2 2
H organization organization low low 2 2
I organization organization low low 2 2

Figure 2. Rubric with moderated scores
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Our second research question asked: was Question, State-
ment, or Imperative feedback more effective for a specific aspect 
of writing (i.e., the thesis, evidence, organization, or language crite-
rion)? As Table 2 indicates, Question feedback related to the thesis 
criterion had a p-value of .048 which, since the beta associated 
with this value were negative, indicates that Question feedback 
was 3.3 times more likely (Exp(B)=0.304) to result in lower scores 
compared to Imperative feedback. Statement feedback, on the 
other hand, had a p-value of .431 and therefore was not signifi-
cantly different from Imperative feedback. These data suggest that 
Question feedback was the least likely to improve the score of 
the thesis criterion. 

Question feedback related to the evidence criterion had a 
p-value of .024 and also had a negative beta, indicating that it was 
2.3 times more likely (Exp(B)=0.432) to result in lower scores 
compared to Imperative feedback. Statement feedback on the 
evidence criterion had a p-value of .134 and so was not significant. 
We may conclude from this that Question feedback was again the 
least likely of the three feedback forms to improve the score to 
the evidence criterion.

Question feedback related to the organization criterion had 
a p-value of .052 and so was not significant. On the other hand, 
the p-value for Statement feedback on the organization was signif-
icant at .045, suggesting that Statement feedback was 2.6 times 
less likely (Exp(B)=0.381) than Imperative feedback to improve 
the score on the organization criterion.

For feedback on language, there was no significant difference 
between the scores for Question and Imperative feedback or for 
Statement and Imperative feedback.

In summary, these data suggest that Question feedback was 
the least effective on the thesis and evidence criteria, and State-
ment feedback was the least effective on the organization crite-
rion. However, for feedback on language, there was no significant 
difference in the effectiveness of Question or Statement feedback 
compared to Imperative feedback.

Our third research question asked: was a particular form of 
feedback more effective for a specific extent of change required? 
As Table 3 demonstrates, GEE modelling found no significant 

difference between scores for Question and Imperative feed-
back or between Statement and Imperative feedback, regardless 
of the extent of change required. This suggests that students who 
received Question or Statement feedback were neither more 
nor less likely to implement feedback than those who receive 
Imperative feedback when the extent of change required was 
low, medium, or high. 

The fourth research question in our study asked about the 
kind of student for whom different kinds of feedback were most 
effective, specifically: did a student’s prior performance in the 
course correlate with the efficacy of a given form of feedback?

To conduct this analysis, we divided students into quintiles 
based on the grade they achieved on the SRE. Thus, the variable 

“SRE Grade Quintile” refers to students’ prior performance in 
the course. Students with grades in the lowest quintile were 
placed into category 1; students with grades in the second-lowest 
quintile were placed into category 2; students with grades in the 
middle quintile were placed into category 3; students with grades 
in the second-highest quintile were placed into category 4; and 
students with grades in the highest quintile were placed into cate-
gory 5. In other words, the first quintile contains the lowest 20% 
of grades, while the fifth quintile contains the top 20% of grades. 

Table 4 presents the results of the GEE modelling for this 
research question. For students with SRE grades in the lowest 
and second lowest quintiles, there was no significant difference 
between the scores for Question and Imperative feedback or for 
Statement and Imperative feedback. For students with SRE grades 
in the third quintile, the p-value for Question feedback was signif-
icant at .047. For students in the fourth quintile, the p-value for 
Question feedback was also significant at .010. The betas associ-
ated with these values were negative, which suggests that Ques-
tion feedback for students in the third and fourth quintiles was 
more likely to result in lower scores compared to Imperative 
feedback. There was no significant difference between the scores 
for Statement and Imperative feedback for this group of students. 
For students with SRE grades in the fifth quintile (the top 20% of 
grades), the p-value for Statement feedback was significant at .000. 
The beta associated with this value was negative, which means 
that Statement feedback was more likely to result in lower scores 
for these students compared to Imperative feedback. There was 
no significant difference between the scores for Question and 

Table 2. GEE Modelling for Research Question 2
Criterion Parameter B SE p-value Exp(B)

Thesis

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-4.026
.314

.7584

.3931
.000
.424

.018
1.369

[Q/S/I=1] -1.192 .6017 .048 .304
[Q/S/I=2] -.426 .5411 .431 .653
[Q/S/I=3] 0 a . . 1

(Scale) 1

Evidence

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-1.943
-.412

.3248

.3115
.000
.186

.143

.662
[Q/S/I=1] -.840 .3730 .024 .432
[Q/S/I=2] -.658 .4394 .134 .518
[Q/S/I=3] 0 a . . 1

(Scale) 1

Organization

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-2.305
-.762

.4037

.3443
.000
.027

.100

.467
[Q/S/I=1] -.902 .4636 .052 .406
[Q/S/I=2] -.964 .4805 .045 .381
[Q/S/I=3] 0 a . . 1

(Scale) 1

Language

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-1.926
-.623

.4045

.3167
.000
.049

.146

.536
[Q/S/I=1] -.121 .5393 .823 .886

Table 3. GEE Modelling for Extent of Change Required
Required Parameter B SE p-value Exp(B)

Low

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-2.500
-1.227

.2848

.2356
.000
.000

.082

.293
[Q/S/I=1] -.730 .4091 .074 .482
[Q/S/I=2] -.626 .3596 .082 .535
[Q/S/I=3] 0 a . . 1

(Scale) 1

Medium

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-1.952
.050

.3309

.2815
.000
.858

.142
1.052

[Q/S/I=1] -.683 .3663 .062 .505
[Q/S/I=2] -.580 .4144 .161 .560
[Q/S/I=3] 0 a . . 1

(Scale) 1

High

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-2.760
1.111

.9635

.8653
.004
.199

.063
3.039

[Q/S/I=1] 1.425 1.1193 .203 4.159
[Q/S/I=2] -.824 1.4801 .578 .438
[Q/S/I=3] 0 a . . 1

(Scale) 1
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Imperative feedback for this group of students. To summarize 
these findings, it seems that for students with the lowest grades 
on their initial submission, the form of feedback made no signifi-
cant difference to the likelihood of their implementing the feed-
back. For students in the middle of the grade range, feedback in 
either Statement or Imperative form was more likely to lead to 
improvement. For students in the top of the grade range, feed-
back in either Question or Imperative form was more likely to 
lead to improvement.

The fifth and final research question in this study asked: was 
a particular form of feedback more effective when it came from 
a specific Teaching Assistant (TA)? Both TAs in this study were 
senior PhD students in History with considerable teaching expe-
rience. TA 1 was male, racialized, and spoke with a British accent, 
which was not a local accent for the region in which the univer-
sity is located. He was also the Head TA for the course. TA 2 was 
female, not racialized, and had an accent that would be consid-
ered typical of speakers born or raised in the region in which the 
university is located. 

As Table 5 indicates, the p-value for Statement feedback from 
TA 1 was significant at .000. The beta associated with this value 
was negative, which suggests that Statement feedback was more 
likely to result in lower scores compared to Imperative feed-
back when provided by TA 1. There was no statistically significant 
difference between Question feedback and Imperative feedback 
provided by TA 1. For the second TA, there was no significant 
difference between the scores for Question and Imperative feed-
back or for Statement and Imperative feedback. 

These data suggest that students were less likely to imple-
ment Statement feedback than Imperative feedback from TA 1. 
Otherwise, there is no significant difference in the effectiveness 
of Question or Statement feedback compared to Imperative feed-
back when it was provided by TA 2.

IMPLICATIONS
Our study suggests that feedback in the form of a question 

is less effective overall than other forms of feedback (i.e., feed-
back phrased as statements or imperatives), especially when used 
to address concerns related to thesis statements or evidence. 
This finding might be unsurprising to some instructors, especially 
to those with experience teaching first-year courses where 
students are unaccustomed to dialogic teaching. We would note, 
though, that this study’s results differ from the findings of other 
published research on the topic of feedback effectiveness and 
contradicts advice frequently given to instructors and TAs. Dekker 
et al. (2013) found that comments presented as questions were 
more effective than those phrased as statements. In our study, 
students did not seem to respond as well to feedback that posi-
tioned them as partners in a dialogue as they did to comments 
that made statements or made demands. This finding may be 
explained by studies of feedback on ELL student writing (e.g., 
Nurmukhamedov & Kim, 2010; Sugita, 2006) that found imper-
ative comments most effective because ELL students preferred 
feedback that was more direct and required less interpretation. 
While we do not know the language status of the participants 
in this study, we do know that approximately 25% of the total 
student body at our institution comprise international students 
and that a significant number of domestic students do not speak 
English at home (Neebar, 2018). The students may also have found 
imperative comments as easier to interpret because the phrasing 
of such comments clearly told them what to do. Questions and 
statements are sometimes meant to do this as well, but indirectly, 
and can be misinterpreted (Hewett, 2010).  Although the feedback 

“Can you find more evidence to support this claim?” or “More 
evidence could be provided to support this claim” may be meant 
as politely-phrased directions to offer more evidence, students 
could be inclined to read the feedback as, in the first instance, 
a genuine question (the answer to which may be, in their mind, 

“no, I cannot find more evidence”), and, in the second instance, a 
suggestion (the response to which may be, in their mind, “more 
evidence probably could be provided, but it doesn’t have to be.”). 
Imperatives are simply more clearly directive.

Another factor to be kept in mind is that most students 
in our study (81 per cent) were in their very first semester of 
university.  They may have simply been more accustomed to direc-
tive feedback than students further along in their undergradu-
ate careers, or they may have felt unsure of themselves as new 
students and thus may have responded more positively to author-
itative TA guidance.

Our research also indicates that feedback in the form of a 
statement is most effective when identifying areas for improve-
ment related to organization. Much of this feedback related to 
paragraph structure (e.g., a paragraph’s length, focus, or coher-
ence), which students may perceive as aspects of their writing 
governed by rules that are relatively inflexible. Thus, comments 
such as “this paragraph is too long” may have resonated with what 
students understood as a kind of truth about essay structure and 

Table 4. GEE Modelling for Relationship between 
Students’ Prior Performance and Form of Feedback
Quintile Parameter B SE p-value Exp(B)

1

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-1.201
.678

.4681

.4591
.010
.140

.301
1.969

[Q/S/I=1] -.499 .4613 .280 .607
[Q/S/I=2] -.563 .7157 .432 .570
[Q/S/I=3] 0 a . . 1
(Scale) 1

2

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-2.138
.013

.3958

.4017
.000
.975

.118
1.013

[Q/S/I=1] -.204 .6521 .754 .815
[Q/S/I=2] -.328 .4997 .512 .720
[Q/S/I=3] 0 a . . 1
(Scale) 1

3

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-2.277
-.753

.4039

.3127
.000
.016

.103

.471
[Q/S/I=1] -1.175 .5919 .047 .309
[Q/S/I=2] -.470 .3281 .152 .625

Table 5. GEE Modelling for Relationship between TA and  
Form of Feedback

TA Parameter B SE p-value Exp(B)

TA1

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-2.848
-1.088

.2451

.2205
.000
.000

.058

.337
[Q/S/I=1] -.414 .4236 .328 .661
[Q/S/I=2] -1.071 .2922 .000 .343
[Q/S/I=3] 0 a . . 1
(Scale) 1

TA2

Threshold
[Score=0]
[Score=1]

-1.600
.219

.3573

.3283
.000
.504

.202
1.245

[Q/S/I=1] -.366 .4145 .378 .694
[Q/S/I=2] -.127 .4959 .798 .881
[Q/S/I=3] 0 a . . 1
(Scale) 1
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therefore may have been particularly effective when presented 
as a statement. 

It did not seem to matter what form of feedback was 
employed to address matters related to language (e.g., lower-or-
der or sentence-level concerns). In most cases, comments related 
to language were addressing an obvious error that required rela-
tively little effort to correct. Many of these errors were likely the 
result of students’ sloppiness rather than their misunderstand-
ing of the conventions of academic writing. In these cases, once 
students’ attention was drawn to the errors, they were probably 
able to recognize and fix them without needing to do additional 
research, reflect on the feedback, or consider different options 
for implementing it. There was often only one possible course of 
action for responding to feedback on language, irrespective of the 
form it took. It is important to note, however, that regardless of 
the feedback form, the comments always conveyed enough infor-
mation for the student to make a change—the TAs never simply 
circled an error or used a correction symbol to note a mistake. 
Instead, they communicated with the student in a way that both 
identified the error and suggested a strategy for fixing it (e.g., “Is 
this the best word to use here?” or “This is not the best word to 
use here” or “Change this word”).  Regardless of the feedback 
form, these instances of comments associated with language were 
low-hanging fruit for the student and therefore likely to be revised 
in the resubmitted essay.

Our study suggests that the form of feedback had no rela-
tionship with the extent of change required by the grader. Feed-
back advising minor or significant revisions was equally effective 
whether it was presented as a question, statement, or imperative. 
This may suggest that students were more concerned with what 
the feedback said than with how difficult it was to implement, or 
that students were uncertain of the extent of change required—
especially since the same form of feedback was used throughout 
the paper regardless of whether the revision required was minor 
or significant. 

This research also sought to determine whether differ-
ent kinds of feedback were more or less effective for students 
at different levels of academic achievement in the course. For 
students in the lowest two quintiles, the form of feedback did 
not matter. This may mean that these students were simply less 
responsive, less motivated, or less capable of implementing feed-
back than other students. Students in the third and fourth quintile 
were less likely to implement feedback well when it was phrased 
as a question, while students in the top quintile were less likely 
to implement feedback well when it was phrased as a statement. 
This may suggest that only students with the strongest grades felt 
sufficiently confident in their skills to respond well to a dialogic 
approach; it may also indicate that higher-achieving students were 
more used to receiving and working with dialogic feedback, or 
that their metacognitive skills in the domain of higher education 
were sufficiently well-developed that they were consistently able 
to recognize and address a weakness in their work once it had 
been pointed out to them.

Finally, our research found that students were less likely to 
implement feedback phrased as a statement than as a question 
or imperative feedback from TA 1 who was male, racialized, and 
spoke with a British accent. We did not identify a statistically signif-
icant difference in the effectiveness of question or statement feed-
back compared to imperative feedback when it was provided by 
TA 2 who was female, not racialized, and and spoke with an accent 

typical of native speakers in the region. We are not certain how to 
interpret these results, but consider it possible that gender and 
race played roles in students’ perception of authority.

LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER 
RESEARCH
From a TA’s point of view, there was a certain artificiality in 
the presentation of feedback required for this study. In most 
courses, graders adjust the form of feedback according to what 
they judge likely to be most effective for a given comment and a 
specific student, and they select the number of instances accord-
ing to the needs of the assignment and the time available; in our 
study, by contrast, the TAs were restricted to one format and 
exactly ten instances per paper. They reported that using exclu-
sively the Question form, in particular, felt inauthentic and even 
passive-aggressive at times, and they said that ten comments were 
likely insufficient for many of the papers. Furthermore, the TAs 
pointed out that normally they would save their lengthier or more 
complex feedback for the global comments at the end of a paper, 
but that this option was not available for the papers in this study.

As well, this study used only one assignment in the course 
to define prior or incoming academic ability. Grades in other 
courses and even, in the case of first-year students, grades from 
high school would provide a more detailed academic profile of 
the cohort that could serve as an independent variable. 

Further research would clarify several findings. Interviews or 
focus groups could help us better understand students’ percep-
tions of different kinds of feedback, and perhaps indicate why 
certain forms were more likely to lead to improvement for some 
issues than for others.  Additional demographic data on language 
status might help refine the findings on whether a student’s level 
of comfort with English influences their likelihood of responding 
to feedback in different forms. 

CONCLUSION
Whether phrased as a question, a statement, or an impera-
tive, feedback has the potential to improve students’ work in a 
revise-and-resubmit type of assignment. Generally speaking, none 
of the feedback was likely to lead to a decline in the quality of 
work.  And for language errors that are fairly easy to fix, the 
phrasing of feedback made no significant difference. Imperative 
feedback had a slightly higher likelihood overall of being imple-
mented by students, and questions had a slightly lower likelihood. 
Teachers should bear this in mind when determining which form 
an individual comment should take, and reconsider whether the 
frequently-recommended practice of phrasing feedback as ques-
tions is necessarily the most helpful for their students, at least 
in situations similar to this one (first year, with comments lead-
ing towards a resubmission).  Aside from those already in the 
top performing group, students improved their writing more 
in response to statements and imperatives than in response to 
questions. Questions can certainly still be useful, especially when 
designed to get students thinking more deeply about ideas rather 
than conveying a judgment about what needs to be changed, but 
more directive feedback may often be the better choice if instruc-
tors are trying to lead students in a straightforward way to making 
changes in their writing.
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NOTES
1. There could have been 721 scores for 721 comments, but we were 
unable to conduct GEE on comments that received a score of X 
(structured away) or -1 (the few cases where the raters agreed that 
the student’s revision had made the essay worse). We also lost some 
data on two of the papers.
2. The same method (using the Imperative as a reference category 
and comparing the others to it) was used for all analyses.
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