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ABSTRACT
Understanding how students engage with feedback is often
reduced to a study of feedback messages that sheds little light
on effects. Using the emerging notion of feedback encounters as
an analytical lens, this study examines what characterizes
productive feedback encounters when learning online. Drawing
from a cross-national digital ethnographic dataset, a qualitative
analysis categorized feedback encounters within this dataset:
While most encounters led to instrumental impacts without any
significant reflections, students also engaged in encounters with
more substantive impact on learning. The latter took place under
two conditions. First, the encounter must challenge the student’s
assumptions about their work, and they must be able and willing
to accept this challenge. Second, the encounter must take place
at a time which is appropriate in relation to whichever task the
student is currently working on. This highlights design
considerations, such as importance of social interactions, and the
instrumental enactments of self-generated feedback.
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Introduction

Feedback is an important but often problematic part of teaching and learning (Shute
2008; Winstone and Carless 2019). Feedback information is considered costly to
produce by staff and insufficiently helpful by students (Li and De Luca 2014). Further-
more, many feedback practices are primarily focussed on optimizing what teachers do,
and pay little attention to how the students use the information provided (Dawson
et al. 2019). The focus on teachers’ comments has been criticized by researchers
arguing for a new feedback paradigm (Winstone and Carless 2019). This paradigm con-
ceptualizes feedback as a social and contextual process that is not just the transfer of per-
formance information, but also includes students’ meaning making and subsequent
behavior. By moving the focus from information transfer to student activity, it

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which
this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

CONTACT Lasse X Jensen lasse.jensen@research.deakin.edu.au Centre for Research in Assessment and Digital
Learning, Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia

TEACHING IN HIGHER EDUCATION
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2023.2213168

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13562517.2023.2213168&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-05-17
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0458-6534
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6862-9871
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6883-2722
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:lasse.jensen@research.deakin.edu.au
http://www.tandfonline.com


becomes clear that the key aspect of productive feedback processes is how students make
sense of and use performance information to inform future work (Jonsson 2013).

When learning online, where many student feedback practices do not directly involve
a teacher, a focus on student meaning making and behavior is both relevant and signifi-
cant. The often remote and solitary nature of online learning means that despite access to
learning analytics, we have limited understanding of when, how, and why students
engage in feedback processes, and how this engagement contributes to their learning.

This paper addresses this gap, by empirically exploring how students experience and
engage in feedback processes in the context of online and blended courses. Because we
are interested in feedback as it occurs in uncontrolled naturalistic settings, the study
adopts a digital ethnographic approach (Pink et al. 2016). This allows us to generate
and use multiple types of rich unstructured data to create detailed descriptions of
online student experiences not available to other forms of online research (Jensen
et al. 2022; Angelone 2019).

Productive feedback encounters

To ensure that feedback practices have an impact on student learning, researchers have pri-
marily focussed on improving the content, timing and delivery of performance information
(Shute 2008). However, efforts to improve the teacher’s message to the student often have
limited impact on learning, because the student does not engage with the information pro-
vided (Jonsson 2013). Seeing feedback as a process of student meaning making and activity
can provide an explanation why feedback so often underdelivers (Winstone et al. 2022).

Changing the focus from feedback information to feedback processes brings new chal-
lenges to researchers and practitioners. In a large mixed-methods study, Henderson,
Phillips, et al. (2019) found that the effects of feedback processes are dependent on
certain social and contextual conditions. These include: the feedback capacities of stu-
dents and teachers; the feedback design of the task/course; and the feedback culture of
the institution or study program. The inclusion of such social and contextual conditions
makes the notion of feedback processes a more complex phenomenon than what is
entailed in the traditional view of feedback as information-transfer.

The notion of feedback encounter has been proposed as a way to operationalize and
analyze feedback processes within a sociocultural worldview (Esterhazy 2019; Jensen,
Bearman, and Boud 2023). A feedback encounter is an interaction with teachers,
peers, materials, technologies, or any other person or artefact inside or outside the
course which addresses the student’s understanding of task criteria and quality, their
own level, or what would be a good next step. Esterhazy (2018, 1303) argues that feedback
encounters can only be considered productive if ‘students both make meaning of and act
upon knowledge about the quality of their performance and how to improve it’. In this
paper, we employ this definition with its emphasis on meaning-making, actions, and
improvement. Examples include making changes to an assignment, changing strategy,
eliciting a new feedback encounter, or deliberately continuing as before, but with a
better understanding of the direction taken.

For a feedback encounter to be productive it must of course have a positive impact on
learning. In theory, such an impact is then observable in the future when the student does
better on a similar task. However, as Henderson, Ajjawi, et al. (2019) point out, observing
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the impact of feedback is often not possible, because truly similar tasks are rarely under-
taken, and if they are, the new context would make it hard to know if the improvement
was caused by the initial encounter. In higher education, where learning is a matter of
developing advanced understandings and complex skills, impact may be particularly
hard to measure. In this study, we consider feedback encounters to be productive if
the student reports any positive impact, regardless of whether we observed their
improved understanding on a subsequent task.

Feedback in online higher education

The adoption of online technologies across higher education has led to an expansion of
digitally mediated feedback practices. A recent review suggests that feedback in online
environments has a specific set of conceptualisations associated with digital mediation
(Jensen, Bearman, and Boud 2021). This aligns with Dawson and Henderson’s (2017)
argument that many educational technologies can be seen as an effort to scale up the pro-
vision of formative feedback. Online quizzes and intelligent tutoring systems have auto-
matized the provision of performance information (e.g. Paassen, Mokbel, and Hammer
2016), and peer review technology provides alternatives to teacher comments (Van Popta
et al. 2017). As illustrated by these examples, feedback processes in online learning are
not exclusively between teachers and students, but include a mix of interactions with
humans, technologies, and resources (Dawson et al. 2018).

Despite these many new feedback opportunities, the main challenges remain, and the
use of learning management systems may even decrease student engagement in feedback
processes (Winstone et al. 2021). At the same time, increased flexibility, often lauded as
an advantage of digital learning, may mean that online course designs privilege self-
directed and asynchronous learning over student collaboration and live classes. This
means that students in online courses may have few interactions with each other and
their teachers (Bearman, Lambert, and O’Donnell 2021). Consequently, they may miss
many informal feedback opportunities that otherwise occur on campus.

To better understand the diverse and largely invisible feedback processes that online stu-
dents engage in, we need to observe feedback processes in their natural settings. This paper
draws on data from a digital ethnographic study that explored how students seek out, make
sense of, and use feedback processes to support their learning in online courses. Adopting a
feedback encounters perspective, which acknowledges the sociocultural nature of
education, this paper utilizes this comprehensive dataset to address a focussed research
question: What characterizes productive feedback encounters when learning online?

Methods

The digital ethnographic fieldwork generated a dataset containing rich and illustrative
accounts of student experiences with a variety of feedback processes – both ones that
are a formal part of the course design and those that students seek out on their own
or come across incidentally. In alignment with the digital ethnographic approach, and
in recognition that meaning is inherently social, we adopt a constructivist epistemology.
Under this paradigm, the quality of a study is a reflection of the rigor of the analysis and
the trustworthiness of the results (Lincoln 1995). To that end, our analysis employs
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several well-established digital ethnography strategies to enhance quality. Researcher and
data triangulation were used to generate further perspectives and gain a more detailed
understanding, and explication of the theoretical underpinnings highlighted implicit
understandings of key concepts.

A key part of an ethnographic approach is to consider the role of the researcher within
the research, through a process of reflexivity. Reflexivity involves a recognition of the
inherent subjectivity of the approach and a highlighting of the many ways that the
researchers’ assumptions, experiences and beliefs influence all stages of the research
project (Hine 2017).

Fieldwork and dataset

The dataset hails from digital ethnographic fieldwork at an Australian and a Danish uni-
versity. It contains a combination of online observations and elicited data from 18 stu-
dents (13f, 5 m) enrolled in either a humanitarian studies or psychology program. The
authors were unaffiliated with the courses. Observations took place in the online learning
management systems in an unobtrusive non-participatory manner, i.e. without inter-
actions in online course rooms. Observational data included text-based interactions in
online discussion forums, course websites, announcements from course staff, key
course documents, as well as quiz results and other learning analytics. Elicited data
included 33 longitudinal audio diaries (LADs) and 27 qualitative semi-structured inter-
views. In LAD-research, study participants are asked to make short reflective audio
recordings in which they reflect on a question from the researcher (Worth 2009). In
our case, LADs were elicited by individualized text prompts sent to study participants.
Most LAD recordings were 1–5 min long. The semi-structured interviews were done
remotely via audio or video call, except for one that took place face-to-face. Each partici-
pant was interviewed once or twice. Most interviews were 30–50 min long.

Our evolving views about feedback influenced both the fieldwork and the dataset. In
interviews and LADs we prioritized themes that are considered important within current
student-centered feedback perspectives, such as student meaning making and student use
of feedback and gave less attention to the role of the teacher and the precise formulation
of feedback comments.

Access to online course rooms was granted by the course leader of each course.
Informed consent from the participants was collected digitally. No data was collected
about non-participating students enrolled in the observed courses. The fieldwork was
done by the first author. The project was approved by the ethical review board of the uni-
versity in Australia (Deakin University HAE 19-017). Study participants received a gift
voucher for the value of 15–50 EUR, depending on the extent of their participation in
the study. To maintain anonymity, study participants are referred to by pseudonyms,
and no direct quotes from discussion boards are used. Quotes from interviews and
LADs are presented with minor edits for readability.

Analytical approach

The analysis presented in this paper draws on all the observational and elicited types of
data mentioned above. The development of the notion of feedback encounter into an
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analytical tool formed the first phase of analysis. This process is presented in Jensen,
Bearman, and Boud (2023). It involved an initial thematic analysis that yielded 73
codes, representing various feedback-related phenomena, such as sources, impacts, tech-
nologies, interactions, tasks, roles, course materials. This led us to the notion of the feed-
back encounter as a meaningful unit of analysis that can link together these phenomena
in small, detailed narratives of student experiences with feedback. This first phase culmi-
nated in the development of an analytical frame for analyzing feedback encounters,
including the identification of three main categories of encounters, namely:

Elicited feedback encounters are those that a student actively seeks out, for instance when
asking for help or showing their draft to a peer.

Formal feedback encounters are those that are part of the course design, such as when a
teacher comments on submitted work.

Incidental feedback encounters are neither planned by teachers nor elicited by students,
rather they happen by chance, for instance when an informal conversation with peers
prompts the student to reflect on their own work or approach.

This approach – which is presented in detail in Jensen, Bearman, and Boud (2023) –
allows for an integrative analysis centered on how students experience, make sense of,
and use complex feedback processes in interactions with artefacts and humans.

This present paper uses this analytic frame to identify characteristics of productive
encounters. To be able to code each encounter independently, we organized the initial
73 open codes into a coding framework in which each code could be used to label an indi-
vidual feedback encounter. This was an iterative process of inductively categorizing the
open codes into more robust themes and sub-themes, sensitized by key concepts from
contemporary feedback literature. The resulting coding framework was then applied to
all feedback encounters identified. During this process, the coding framework was
adjusted to account for our evolving perspectives.

The analysis in this paper uses this comprehensive coding of all encounters to explore
links between encounter characteristics and encounter impact. The impact types and
modifying factors presented below are derived in the following way: First, the encounters
were grouped according to the extent of their reported impact on the student’s under-
standing, approach, or work – e.g. strategy change or correcting typos. Second, we exam-
ined all the codes associated in each group of feedback encounters (e.g. student’s
intention, timing, emotional impact, type of feedback encounter). This approach made
it possible to identify characteristics of feedback encounters that may influence if and
how they have an impact on learning. Microsoft Word and Excel were used throughout
this analysis for organizing the data and handling the coding process.

Setting and study participants

Fieldwork took place in 2019 in six online or blended courses. Each was designed for the
online modality and was not an example of emergency remote teaching common during
the COVID-19 pandemic. They were within the disciplines of psychology and humani-
tarian studies, and varied greatly in size, from ∼10 to ∼900 enrolled students.
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The study participants had very diverse backgrounds, both in terms of nationality –
Australia, Germany, India, Italy, Japan, and the UK – demography, and socioeconomic
status. Most were full-time students, and many had chosen the online modality because it
gave them the flexibility to combine their studies with jobs or primary carer roles.

Aside from readings and lectures, the courses included substantial and varied online
activities, typically in the form of discussions, assignments, and quizzes. Participation by
the course staff varied considerably, from very engaged to nearly absent. In the larger
courses the discussion forums were very active, with thousands of posts by students
and course staff. Especially close to assignment deadlines, the sub-forums about assign-
ments were very busy.

Aside from text-based discussions, the courses had few collaborative activities. Some
students organized to meet up and study together. There were few instances of live
streamed classes, but most of the coursework was done individually in an asynchronous
manner. They were built around a structure of weekly modules or topics, so all students
would have a similar progression through the course materials and activities.

The Danish courses had a final exam accounting for 100% of the grade, whereas the
Australian ones marked assignments and quizzes throughout to create a composite
grade. With a few exceptions, teacher comments on student work were given together
with a summative assessment. All courses employed an assessment design where com-
ments on each task, whether graded or not, were intended to be useful for subsequent
tasks.

Most of the formal encounters involved teacher comments on submitted work, and
most incidental encounters happened while reading the discussion forums. The elicited
encounters were the most diverse, including self-assessment with rubrics or exemplars
and seeking help from university staff, peers, colleagues, or family members. Despite
the online modality, participants also reported many offline feedback encounters, for
instance when showing their assignment to their partner or engaging with downloaded
course materials.

There were several instances when study participants pointed out that our questions
had made them look at feedback differently, expect more from it, or become more inten-
tional participants in feedback interactions. Thus, the study also prompted students to
develop different feedback behaviors.

Results

In reporting the analysis of the feedback encounters, we start by describing the different
levels of impact that an encounter may have, and then explore factors that may influence
these impacts.

Types of impact

Instrumental learning
According to our definition, a productive feedback encounter includes both performance
information, student’s meaning making, and any actions a student may be prompted to
take. Most encounters in our dataset are characterized by a very straightforward meaning
making process after which it is clear to the student what to do next.
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Many elicited encounters were explicitly sought by students simply to double check
that their work fulfilled the task criteria. Kate, for instance, did a thorough comparison
of her own assignment draft and an exemplar, but it did not prompt any significant
changes to her work, ‘I think it just really confirmed my understanding that I had it right.’

Formal feedback encounters, typically involving teacher comments on student work,
most often led to superficial edits, in which the student simply followed any explicit
directions contained in the comments. Magda explained the changes she did to her
draft after receiving comments from her teacher as ‘it was just changes in the wording.
So, I had to rephrase the sentences from being kind of wish-list to something which is
actually planned.’ This is also the case when the encounter concerns finished work,
and the student’s meaning making involves deciding what the encounter means for
their work on subsequent tasks. An example of this is Tessa’s description of how
teacher comments were useful for her next essay: ‘I made a few errors with the APA
style. So, I learned from that what I needed to do to fix up the next essay.’

These are examples of productive feedback encounters that support students in their
work. However, it is also apparent that their impact is instrumental, by which we mean
that they do not require or prompt any significant reflection or deeper thinking on the
part of the student. Errors and areas for improvement are revealed in a way that is experi-
enced as in alignment with the overall approach and understanding of the student.
Although such changes may sometimes be time consuming to implement, an important
characteristic of such feedback encounters is that it is clear to the student what should be
done to improve performance and how to do better in a future similar task. The resulting
adjustments or corrections make sense within the student’s current frame of understand-
ing and therefore, these encounters only have a minor impact on student understanding
and approach.

Substantive learning
Less commonly, feedback encounters have more substantive impacts. This is the case
when the encounter prompts the student to reflect critically on their own assumptions
and leads to a new level of understanding or quality of performance.

Often substantive learning was the consequence of the student experiencing a chal-
lenge to their current understanding. This was the case for Mila. The comments she
received on her first assignment, not only contradicted her own opinion about her
work, but also her experience of doing well on similar assignments. This formal encoun-
ter challenged her beliefs about herself and her work by alerting her to substantial weak-
nesses, that could not be met with simple adjustments. Mila’s conclusion was that she has
a blind-spot, and she decided to change her strategy going forward: ‘I have to try to
remove myself and I should have a second person […] just look over this and read it
and see if this makes sense.’ This strategy is then employed on her second assignment,
where she has a colleague read and comment on her work before submitting it.

Chakresh also had a formal encounter that prompted him to change his strategy. After
almost failing an assignment where he misunderstood the criteria, he decided to spend
more time on understanding task criteria for his next assignment: ‘I took a printout of
second assignment information document and rubric and studied it thoroughly. I
marked all the sections where I was a little confused’. Throughout work on this
second assignment, he elicited several feedback encounters with colleagues and
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university study mentors to discuss the criteria and ensure that his work is closely match-
ing them.

The substantive impact changes how the student understands the task or their own
work or approach. Depending on course design, it may be associated with observable
changes to work or performance of the student, or in the adoption of new approaches
or strategies. To Mila and Chakresh, the impact manifests as changes to how future
tasks are approached.

Making sense of a challenge

At first sight it may seem like the difference between instrumental and substantive impact
on learning is simply whether the performance information suggests small or big
changes. Our analysis shows that this would be missing the point. Very instrumental
feedback encounters that provide clear directions for superficial changes to work, only
rarely led to any deeper reflection or even learning. The opposite, however, is not the
case. Only a few of the more challenging encounters that suggested deeper reflection
ended up having substantive impact.

In our study, participants often experienced such challenging encounters as lacking
directions and specificity. Sandaya provides an illustrative example:

The personalized feedback that I received, I thought it was a bit vague. I think it would have
helped me better had they specifically pointed out the mistakes that I did rather than vaguely
talking about ‘maybe you can think of this in a different way’.

In many cases we see an aversion to such thinking in a different way. This has the con-
sequence that encounters with teacher comments that address both simple corrections as
well as suggestions for a different approach are interpreted in a way that only the simple
corrections are used, while the more challenging elements are dismissed as less useful.
James describes one of his formal feedback encounters as containing corrections,
praise, and questions. The questions were challenging the structure of his arguments
and how he presented evidence, but instead of engaging with the questions he chooses
to focus on the immediate usefulness of the corrections and praise. The questions, he
says, ‘were not that useful. They felt a bit academic’y rather than very practical’. James’
contrast between academic and practical also illustrates how students may react to
encounters that challenge their assumptions by discrediting the source of the feedback
information.

James was not the only student who prioritized the more instrumental elements of
comprehensive feedback. Claire received comments on one assignment both as rubric
scores and as an audio recording. She disliked the audio comments because they ‘did
not really explain where I went wrong and […] how I could improve’. The rubric feed-
back was ‘really helpful for me in seeing where I lost marks and where I did really well’
and she is ‘planning to use the feedback from the rubric to improve my next journal.’

All three examples illustrate that it is not sufficient that the encounter is experienced as
challenging, i.e. at odds with the student’s beliefs or assumptions. For a feedback encoun-
ter to have substantive impact, the student must take up the challenge and seek to make
sense of it even when it requires substantive, and maybe uncomfortable, changes to
understanding and work.
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Initially, neither Sandaya, James, nor Claire engaged with the challenging elements. In
James’ case, however, later encounters raised the same issue again, and eventually he
appreciated that it would be valuable for him to engage with the challenge.

Some students were quick to dismiss challenging encounters as unhelpful, while
others appreciated that there was something potentially valuable in the challenge but
struggled to comprehend it and translate it into actions. This was a frequent reason
for eliciting feedback encounters. If subsequent eliciting paid off and the student
managed to make sense of an initially vague encounter, this prolonged process of
meaning making could indeed result in substantive learning. In situations where vague-
ness, despite the effort, could not be addressed and solved through subsequent encoun-
ters, it was a reason for frustrations persisting.

The students who did not take up the challenge often highlighted mismatches between
the encounter and their immediate feedback needs, e.g. for clearing up specific doubts or
determining what would be a good next step. In Sandaya’s course, the information
returned from multiple choice quizzes did not reveal which questions the student got
wrong, but rather pointed out topics that the student ought to revisit. She does not
find that helpful:

I do not know exactly what I am supposed to work more hard on. It would have been more
helpful if they would have just given the question and said this was the right answer. […] I
think we do deserve to know what wrong answer we chose, and what the right answer was.
[…] I still do not know what went wrong.

In many cases, students’ needs were relatively instrumental, and consequently vague or
challenging encounters were experienced as unhelpful or distracting. In some formal
encounters, students accepted that vagueness was intended to foster student reflection,
but nonetheless they found it irritating. The preference for instrumental feedback, also
meant that feedback encounters in which the student self-generates the performance
information only rarely contained any challenges to their perspective and therefore
did not lead to substantive learning.

The role of timing

The second factor that influences impact is timing. In the feedback encounters that we
analyzed, timing was not primarily a matter of the amount of time passed between
doing a task and receiving comments on it. Rather, timing of a feedback encounter
was primarily experienced in relation to the feedback needs associated with whichever
subsequent task the student is anticipating or currently working on. In other words,
when students lamented that a formal feedback encounter was too late, it was not
because a long time had passed since they submitted work, but rather that the encounter
came too late to be useful for subsequent tasks. This is not just a matter of feedback
encounters taking place before or after subsequent work is submitted, but also the
more specific timing throughout work on the task.

Feedback encounters that may look similar, e.g. several instances of studying an exem-
plar can be experienced and used very differently if they occur at different times. This was
the case for Kate, who used an exemplar before, midway through, and at the end of
working on an assignment. Initially, the exemplar was consulted to gain a better under-
standing of task criteria and determining what direction to take the assignment. When
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using it midway, the encounter led her to update her draft: ‘I adjusted just a couple of
things, how I wrote my arguments, and then my conclusion’. Just before submitting, a
third feedback encounter with the exemplar served as a final check before submitting.
This example illustrates that there may be a decreasing impact, not just in terms of con-
crete changes to work that an encounter causes, but also in the way Kate controls the
possible impact of the encounters – starting out with an open approach that may well
challenge her assumptions and ending with a very tight and focussed encounter that is
meant to approve it for submission.

This movement from open or inspirational feedback encounters, towards solving
specific challenges, and finally a focus on checking quality of work, is not just seen
when students engage with rubrics and exemplars. The ways students engage in most
their feedback encounters follows the same pattern. This means that challenging feed-
back encounters only lead to reflection and substantive learning if they take place at
an appropriate time.

An example of inappropriate timing is James’ incidental feedback encounter, which
happened when a guest lecturer spent an entire online class presenting something very
similar to his already finished, but not yet submitted, assignment:

I was kind of a bit dismayed to see that the presentation that the woman went through was
actually very close to my argument. […] Like all the key points that they raised and all the
quotes […] were basically following the same order of what I have written.

This made him doubt the quality and originality of his own work, however ‘in the end I
did not change it […] I just did not have the time or the energy to do it.’ This incidental
encounter could have had substantial impact, but because it took place at a time when he
was not open to it, the only impact of the encounter was that he started doubting his own
work.

Timing relative to subsequent tasks is also important for formal feedback encounters.
Despite course designs where teacher comments on finished work were intended to be
useful for later tasks, a recurring challenge was that comments arrived so late, that the
students were already far into their work on the subsequent assignment. In the words
of James: ‘I felt like also the timing of the feedback, coming in the last week, was a bit
late. I felt like it would be good if they could give the feedback before you start writing
the next bit.’

The study participants frequently brought up their intention to use teacher comments
related to previous work to improve their work on subsequent tasks, and they lamented
that the comments were not available earlier in the process. Tessa postponed starting on
an essay until she had received comments on the previous one:

I sort of found it a bit hard to get going because we had not had the feedback from our first
essay yet […] I did not really start writing the body of the essay until I got the feedback back.

Others, like Kate, started without waiting: ‘I would rather start now and then tweak, than
not start.’Her use of the word tweak reveals that she is aware that the comments will then
only have minor impact. This shows that the wrong timing of a formal feedback encoun-
ter can essentially undermine the impact it has on student learning, not because the
student does not engage, but because the nature of their engagement changes.
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Discussion

In the section above we observed that while most feedback encounters only lead to
instrumental changes to work or understanding, some encounters lead to what we
refer to as substantive impact on learning. We do not consider instrumental and substan-
tive to be in opposition. Rather they both have their role and value to students, and it is
worth exploring what each type of encounter can be productive for a student. Whether an
encounter will have instrumental or substantive impact is not primarily an effect of the
performance information suggesting small or big changes, but rather depends on factors
related to student meaning making and context. We identified two such factors, namely
that the feedback encounter must be experienced as having an element of challenge that
the student must be willing and able to make sense of, and that the encounter must take
place at an appropriate time in relation to whichever task the student is currently working
on.

The value of feedback encounters that are experienced as challenging is that they can
lead to improved understanding and learning, because they prompt students to reflect on
their assumptions about what constitutes quality work. Such productive encounters bear
some consideration in relation to Hattie and Timperley’s discussion of the focus of feed-
back inputs (Hattie and Timperley 2007). They found that feedback impact is a function
of the focus of the performance information and argue that comments at task level are
less impactful than those addressing self-regulatory and process levels. The conundrum
is that many feedback encounters that include a challenge and thus have the potential
to have substantive impact, only lead to instrumental learning because students do not
take up the challenge they are offered. One reason for this is that students often experi-
ence such encounters as vague, and not sufficiently directional. In their paper on assess-
ment criteria metaphors, Bearman and Ajjawi (2021) introduce the notion of a productive
space, which has enough room for students to bring their own thinking, yet is bounded
enough for them not to get lost. This is a similar balancing act that we observed in feed-
back encounters. If they are too directional, they lead to no student reflection. If they are
too abstract the students disregard them as vague and unhelpful.

Timing was identified as an important factor that influences how students engage in
feedback encounters. Our description of the role of timing differs from the substantial
body of research into the timing of instructional feedback, which examines the
benefits of offering immediate or delayed performance information (Attali and van der
Kleij 2017). In that tradition, only formal feedback encounters (taking place after per-
formance) are examined, and timing is understood in relation to the already finished
task (Kulik and Kulik 1988). Our study provides empirical support to the view presented
by Boud and Molloy (2013), that in formal feedback encounters about a finished task, the
importance of timing is not in relation to the task of the past, but to the current task the
student is working on. This view also aligns well with designs that are proposed in the
literature on assessment for learning, namely that feedback should take place during
work on a task, instead of combining it with end-of-course summative assessment
when students have very little use of it (Sadler 1989; Wiliam 2011). The influence of
timing that we observed was seen across all three types of feedback encounters,
suggesting that changes to student feedback needs and feedback behavior follow a
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predictable pattern, where certain times are more favorable for challenging feedback
encounters. This adds a temporal dimension to the productive space metaphor.

Future research could benefit from broadening the understanding of context to also
include the material conditions of the spaces in which students learn. A sociomaterial
perspective would highlight how feedback practices are ‘entangled with social, material,
spatial and temporal actors’ (Gravett 2022, 269). By considering the ways in which tech-
nology, power dynamics, and cultural norms interact with feedback practices, this per-
spective provides a more nuanced understanding of the role context plays for how
students engage in feedback processes.

Implications for practice

An advantage of the feedback encounters perspective is that it enables an analysis that
includes the many diverse formal, elicited and incidental feedback processes that students
engage in. The inclusion of elicited and incidental feedback encounters is particularly rel-
evant for understanding the feedback processes of students that study online, because the
availability and nature of such encounters can vary a lot between online and onsite edu-
cation. However, the dichotomy between online and onsite is rapidly losing relevance
(Fawns 2019). Many feedback practices of onsite courses are technologically mediated
just like many of the feedback encounters that online students engage in are taking
place in a face-to-face setting. This means that some implications of this work are not
isolated to online education, but broadly relevant in different higher education settings.

Our findings sit well with the understanding of teaching and learning that is found in
Activity-Centred Analysis and Design (ACAD) by Goodyear, Carvalho, and Yeoman
(2021). ACAD recognizes that most of the time students spend on learning is only
lightly supervised. This means that teaching can be seen as a form of design, i.e. the plan-
ning of productive situations in which students can learn unsupervised. At first glance,
the perspective of teachers-as-designers may seem to only apply to formal feedback
encounters. However, according to ACAD, designing student activity is never just a
matter of developing tasks (epistemic design), but also includes selecting the tools and
materials (physical/set design) and deciding on the ways student can interact and collab-
orate (social design). This comprehensive perspective gives us a framework for thinking
of teachers as designers of the physical and social aspects of student activity that are
crucial for creating opportunities for incidental and elicited feedback encounters.

Simply being on campus may create opportunities for incidental feedback encounters
because students have informal conversations with peers or may overhear interactions
between peers and teachers. In online learning, there may be an even more urgent
need for social designs that facilitate such informal interactions, e.g. by requiring stu-
dents to collaborate in pairs or groups, exposing them to each other’s work, and
giving students access to formal and elicited feedback encounters between peers and
teachers.

Our analysis suggests that elicited encounters with rubrics and exemplars – a practice
often recommended for online courses – may be unlikely to have substantive impact,
because the self-generated feedback information rarely challenges the student’s beliefs
and assumptions. Including student self-assessment in course designs is considered to
have many positive impacts, not least the strengthening of student self-regulation and
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self-efficacy (Panadero, Brown, and Strijbos 2016). However, our study suggests that the
feedback processes associated with self-assessment may be more instrumental in their
impact and should be seen as supplemental to the more challenging encounters that
are essential for learning.

Strengths and limitations

A main strength of this study is that it is based on a trans-national digital ethnography,
spanning six online courses at two universities. The combination of comprehensive
online observations, interviews and longitudinal audio diaries have offered an unusually
detailed look into the feedback experiences of online students. This strength simul-
taneously represents an important limitation. Our approach highlights local and contex-
tual factors – particularly surrounding curriculum and course design – and consequently
an otherwise similar study set in a different discipline or institution could surface other
phenomena. Another limitation comes from the study’s reliance on students’ self-reports
of impact. This approach is appropriate for our research paradigm, but the subjectivity
introduces some uncertainties in the analysis because students may over- or underesti-
mate the impact of individual encounters.

Conclusion

This paper provides an analysis of elicited, incidental, and formal feedback encounters to
explore what characterizes productive feedback encounters in online learning. First, it
identifies and describes the different levels of impact on learning that an encounter
may have, from the purely instrumental, which requires little reflection on the part of
the student, to the substantive learning that comes when an encounter prompts the
student to reach a new understanding or adopt a new approach. Secondly, it distinguishes
two factors which may influence whether a feedback encounter leads to instrumental or
substantive learning: a challenge that the student must be willing and able to make sense
of, and the timing of the encounter in relation to whichever task a student is currently
working on. It points to implications for teaching and learning, in both online and
onsite courses, such as the importance of social designs and potential limitations of
encounters associated with student self-assessment.

This study serves as an example of how we can explore complex feedback processes in
un-controlled settings. Most research on feedback in online courses is focused on only
formal feedback encounters and the role of incidental and elicited feedback processes
remains under-researched. Future work could further explore these types of feedback
and their interconnections with formal feedback processes. The digitalization of feedback
practices across higher education leads us to believe that future studies could benefit from
an inclusive approach that does not reproduce the online-onsite dichotomy but explores
the full feedback experience of students across online, onsite and hybrid spaces.
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