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Supporting student and teacher feedback literacy: 
an instructional model for student feedback processes

Renske A. M. de Kleijn 

Department of Biomedical Sciences, University Medical Center Utrecht, Utrecht, the Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Within the new feedback paradigm, the concept of student and teacher 
feedback literacy is gaining more and more attention, with most studies 
focussing on what it entails and how it can be supported by design. 
This paper contributes to this, by focussing on what students can do 
with feedback information. It proposes an instructional model for student 
feedback processes with the student activities seeking-, making sense 
of-, using- and responding to feedback information and specific prompts 
all four activities. Following Vygotsky, the model is built on the premise 
that effective feedback processes take place in social interaction with a 
more knowledgeable peer in the Zone of Proximal Development. In 
doing so, this is the first paper that addresses what students can do to 
contribute to scaffolded learning from feedback. The instructional model 
can be used by students to process feedback information and can be 
used by teachers to scaffold students’ feedback processes. So, it is 
intended to support both student and teacher feedback literacy and 
their interplay. Future studies need to empirically validate the effective-
ness of this instructional model.

Introduction

It has been investigated for decades how feedback can drive the learning of students. A major 
paradigm shift is that most higher education feedback researcher no longer define feedback 
as information, but take a socio-constructivist perspective and define feedback as a sense-making 
process in which both teachers and students have an active role (Winstone and Carless 2020). 
To avoid confusion, Winstone, Boud, et al. (2021) proposed to use feedback information for the 
old paradigm conception and feedback processes for the new paradigm conception, which is 
followed throughout this paper. They defined feedback information as ‘information learners can 
use to improve the quality of their work or learning strategies’ (p. 12) and feedback processes 
as ‘the activities undertaken by learners to obtain, understand, and use feedback information’ 
(p. 12).

However, despite the increasing attention for feedback processes, it remains unclear what 
specific strategies and activities students and teachers can concretely apply to create feedback 
processes that support learning. Using a socio-constructivist perspective, this paper therefore 
proposes an instructional model for student feedback processes. This model brings together 
ideas and empirical work related to feedback literacy, the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), 
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and scaffolded learning. Whereas feedback literacy helps to understand what students and 
teachers need to know, value, and do in order to make effective use of feedback information, 
the ZDP and scaffolded learning provide a conceptual basis for strategies and activities that 
students can apply to enhance their learning and to support teachers in scaffolding student 
learning. So before describing it, these two theoretical perspectives are discussed in terms of 
how they inform the proposed instructional model.

Feedback literacy

Often the lack of effectiveness of feedback information on learning or performance is attributed 
to the receiver not valuing, understanding, or engaging with it (e.g. Ajjawi and Boud 2018; 
Carless 2006; Jonsson 2013; Winstone et al. 2017a). Indeed, several studies have indicated that 
students are not explicitly preparation for receiving and using feedback (Burke 2009; Robinson, 
Pope, and Holyoak 2013; Weaver 2006). In order to support students’ feedback use, Carless and 
Boud (2018) suggested that scholars and educators need to focus on the development of stu-
dent feedback literacy. Since this publication, the concept of feedback literacy has been taken 
up by multiple other scholars who have elaborated on it both conceptually and empirically and 
addressed how the development of feedback literacy can be supported.

Molloy, Boud, and Henderson (2020) progressed the understanding of student feedback 
literacy, by analysing student accounts of effective feedback uptake, and developed a framework 
for student feedback literacy. It contained 31 categories, comprised of seven groups: (1) com-
mitting to feedback as improvement, (2) appreciating feedback as an active process, (3) eliciting 
information to improve learning, (4) processing feedback information, (5) acknowledging and 
working with emotions, (6) acknowledging feedback as a reciprocal process and (7) enacting 
outcomes of processing feedback information. We thus see that four groups (1, 2, 5 and 6) refer 
to attitudes, and that three groups (3, 4 and 7) refer to specific activities. These three groups 
are used in the instructional model.

In addition, Carless and Winstone (2020) introduced the concept of teacher feedback literacy 
and argued that the development of student feedback literacy is related to the development 
of teacher feedback literacy. Almost concurrently, Boud and Dawson (2021) analysed what 
feedback literacy competencies could be derived from teacher accounts. This resulted in a 
framework for teacher feedback literacy with 19 competencies, divided in three groups: seven 
macro-level competencies focussing on programme design and development, nine meso-level 
competencies focussing on course module/unit design and implementation, and three micro-level 
competencies focussing on feedback practices relating to individual student assignments. These 
micro-level competencies specifically address how teachers interact with students, including 
that teachers need to identify and respond to student needs and craft appropriate and differ-
entiated inputs accordingly. As feedback is considered a process of responsibility sharing 
(Winstone, Pitt, and Nash 2021), in the instructional model it is taken into account how students 
can support their teachers in these competencies.

Whereas these two papers provided an empirical basis for the competencies involved in 
feedback literacy, other scholars have put the concept in a broader context. For instance, Chong 
(2021) added a contextual and individual component to the conceptualisation of student feed-
back literacy, and Li and Han (2021) demonstrated the importance of the discipline as a context 
for feedback literacy.

Lastly, several papers focussed on how student feedback literacy can be supported. Carless 
and Boud (2018) already addressed the potential of composing and receiving peer feedback 
and analysing exemplars for developing feedback literacy. In what could be considered a 
follow-up conceptual paper, Malecka, Boud, and Carless (2020) argued that student feedback 
literacy can be embedded in curricula using developmental feedback requests, progressive use 
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of self-assessment, cumulative peer review and rebuttal, and e-portfolios for feedback. Two 
other papers empirically studied interventions intended to support student feedback literacy. 
Winstone, Mathlin, and Nash (2019) developed a feedback toolkit that contained a glossary, 
feedback guide, feedback workshop, and a portfolio. On average, 92 undergraduate psychology 
students reported all four tools to be useful. In focus groups, several students indicated that 
the tools supported the decoding of feedback, synthesising and reflecting upon feedback, and 
identifying follow-up actions. Noble et al. (2020) studied a feedback literacy programme in the 
context of work placements in healthcare education. The programme consisted of an online 
primer, a face-to-face workshop, and reflective logs. Afterwards, 27 students engaged in a 
semi-structured interview and ‘unanimously reported enhanced understandings of the purpose, 
key features, and their role in placement feedback processes’ (61).

All in all, most literature so far has focussed on feedback literate students’ attitudes (such 
as what they need to acknowledge, appreciate and commit to), what feedback literate students 
need to do in engaging with feedback (such as eliciting, processing and enacting), and what 
teacher could design to support students in doing so (such as peer feedback, feedback work-
shops and feedback portfolios). However, little attention has yet been paid to how students 
can elicit, process, and enact feedback and how teachers can scaffold students in engaging 
with their feedback (Van der Kleij, Adie, and Cumming 2019). Therefore, I intend to take a first 
step in describing how students can elicit, process, and act on feedback information by pro-
posing an instructional model for student feedback processes. In doing so, the aim of this paper 
is to contribute to the development of student feedback literacy, by supporting students in 
shaping their specific feedback interactions, and of teacher feedback literacy, by addressing 
how the model can be used to scaffold these interactions.

Feedback processes in the zone of proximal development and scaffolded 
learning

Feedback studies in higher education often use a socio-constructive perspective and the work 
of Vygotsky is then often referred to as an important foundation (e.g. Blair and McGinty 2013; 
Chong 2021; Edens and Shields 2015; Li and Gao 2016; Mercader, Ion, and Díaz-Vicario 2020; 
Orsmond and Merry 2011; Ion, Sánchez Martí, and Agud Morell 2019; Tam 2021; Wood 2021). 
Most of these studies referring to Vygotsky address at least one of these three premises. First, 
that learning in terms of individual meaning construction takes place in a context of social 
interaction with teachers and/or peers. Second, the concept of the ZPD, which Vygotsky defined 
as ‘the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem 
solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under 
adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers’ (Vygotsky 1987, 86). Third, that 
feedback interactions are a form of scaffolded learning or instruction, even though this is noted 
less often. In this paper, I too use these three premises of Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory in 
terms of learning as social interaction, the ZPD, and scaffolded learning as theoretical foundation 
for the instructional model for student feedback processes. While acknowledging the fact that 
a more capable peer can be a teacher or a fellow student, I will refer to teachers as the more 
capable peers and to students as the learners.

With respect to scaffolding, in their review van de Pol, Volman, and Beishuizen (2010) argued 
that teachers should apply diagnostic and scaffolding strategies in order to establish contingency. 
It is only when teachers have diagnosed where a student stands in their process that they are 
in a position to provide adaptive support through scaffolding strategies. In secondary education, 
van de Pol, Volman, and Beishuizen (2011) found that teachers barely used diagnostic strategies 
and Agricola et al. (2018) reported comparable findings in higher education. In their review, 
van de Pol, Volman, and Beishuizen (2010) also argued that over time teacher support should 
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Figure 1.  Proposed instructional model for student feedback processes.

be faded and student responsibility should be increased. In their model however, student strat-
egies are simply referred to as ‘response’ (274). This contrasts the current idea that students 
have an active role in feedback processes. Therefore, it should be addressed what strategies a 
student can apply to contribute to this process of scaffolded learning. So I propose to mirror 
the two teacher strategies of diagnosing and scaffolding with two student strategies: providing 
and eliciting diagnostic information and engaging in independent problem solving respectively.

An instructional model for student feedback processes

In Figure 1 the instructional model for student feedback processes is presented. The first student 
strategy, which mirrors teachers’ diagnostic strategies, is providing and eliciting diagnostic 
information. This refers to both seeking feedback information, described by Molloy et al. (2021) 
as eliciting (group 3), but also providing relevant diagnostic information to support the teacher 
strategy of diagnosing. In the model this strategy is separated into two student activities: seeking 
feedback information and responding to feedback information, where both seeking and respond-
ing include elements of providing and eliciting information. The importance of students seeking 
feedback is widely acknowledged in feedback literature in the context of professional learning 
(e.g. Anseel et al. 2015; Ashford, Blatt, and VandeWalle 2003) and is slowly gaining more atten-
tion in higher education (e.g. Joughin et al. 2020; Leenknecht, Hompus, and van der Schaaf 
2019). However, the importance of responding to feedback has been addressed less often. 
Generally, it is seen as the role of the teacher to design feedback loops, but in the light of 
teachers and students sharing responsibility, on top of the teacher role it is considered the role 
of the students to make use of and seek out opportunities for responding to feedback in a 
meaningful way.

The second student strategy, which mirrors the teacher scaffolding strategies, is engaging 
in independent problem solving. This reflects Vygotsky’s definition of the ZPD and refers to a 
student’s responsibility to do individually what they can do on their own. This can also be 
referred to as the Zone of Actual Development (e.g. Shabani, Khatib, and Ebadi 2010). Independent 
problem solving here is understood to equate to independent learning. This strategy is consid-
ered to have an internal and an external process. The internal process is closely related to what 
Molloy et al. (2021) refer to as processing feedback information (group 4) and what Nicol (2020) 
refers to as internal feedback. The external process refers to students’ actual use of feedback 
information and is closely related to Molloy et al.’s (2021) enacting (group 7). Following the 
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terminology used by Winstone and Carless (2020), the internal process is referred to as the 
activity of making sense of feedback information and the external activity is referred to as using 
feedback information. Several studies have shown that students experience difficulty in making 
sense of and using their feedback (e.g. Carless 2006; Poulos and Mahony 2008; Weaver 2006; 
Winstone et al. 2017b) and often have not been trained to do so (Burke 2009; Weaver 2006). 
This illustrates the relevance of developing an instructional model in which a first attempt is 
done to describe what students can do to make sense of and use their feedback.

Next, for each of the four student activities, relevant literature on feedback information and 
feedback processes are reviewed and summarised, after which suggestions for specific prompts 
are presented in a table. While acknowledging that feedback processes can start with seeking 
or receiving feedback information, the next section starts with an elaboration on making sense 
of feedback.

Making sense of feedback information

In the new paradigm, feedback is seen as sense-making (Carless and Boud 2018; Carless 2019; 
Winstone and Carless 2020). Still, so far the concept of sense-making is not explicitly defined, 
and scholars seem to refer to this process using varying verbs including: unpacking (Van der 
Kleij 2020), meaning-making (Esterhazy and Damşa 2019), self-reflecting (Yan and Brown 2017), 
reviewing and synthesising (Winstone 2019), processing (Barton et al. 2016; Malecka, Boud, and 
Carless 2020), monitoring (Butler and Winne 1995), and internal feedback generation (Nicol 
2020). Though their specific focus might vary, all these authors refer to the internal process of 
students trying to construct individual meaning from (external) feedback information, so they 
can put it into action. In the next paragraphs these studies are briefly discussed and form the 
basis for the proposed prompts in Table 1.

Butler and Winne (1995) were the first to explicitly address how external feedback infor-
mation can be used for internal feedback generation through monitoring. More recently Nicol 
(2020) argued that the main process underlying monitoring, which he calls internal feedback 
generation, is comparison. He defined internal feedback as ‘the new knowledge that students 
generate when they compare their current knowledge and competence against some reference 
information’ (2). Nicol convincingly argued for the importance of deliberate and mindful 
comparison processes and the relevance of making these comparisons explicit. He pointed 
out that dialogue can function as a comparator, but also as an amplifier for the power of 
comparisons as a whole.

Table 1.  Proposed prompts for making sense of feedback information.
Target process Prompt

Orienting •	 What new content knowledge can I gain from this feedback information 
about this specific task?

•	 What new content knowledge can I gain from this feedback information 
that overarches this specific task?

Elaborating •	 How can I use the new content knowledge in this specific task?
•	 How can I use the new content knowledge in other tasks?

Comparing •	 How does this feedback information compare to my self-assessment, to 
earlier feedback information and to other comparable works?

•	 What can I learn from these comparisons?
Identifying strengths and weaknesses •	 What does this feedback information tell me about the strengths of my 

work?
•	 What does this feedback information tell me about points for 

improvement in my work?
Identifying unclarities •	 What feedback information remains unclear to me?
Using dialogue as an amplifier •	 Who can I discuss this feedback information with?
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Esterhazy and Damşa (2019) studied how students in group discussion made sense of feed-
back information from their teachers on a group assignment. They summarised their findings 
with the processes of orienting (addressing new knowledge content, also referred to as the 
declarative knowledge or ‘what’) and elaborating (addressing following up this content, also 
referred to as the procedural knowledge or ‘how’). They also discerned two contexts in which 
the feedback information was discussed, namely local (or task-specific) and general (the wider 
disciplinary and academic context).

Despite the important insights that both Nicol (2020) and Esterhazy and Damşa (2019) have 
yielded in terms of making sense of feedback information, so far little empirical evidence is 
available as to how students can best be instructed to make sense of or compare their feedback 
information (Nicol 2020). Still, in several intervention programmes to increase feedback engage-
ment, feedback literacy, or self-assessment, students are supported to analyse the feedback in 
terms of what they learn to be their strengths and weaknesses (van der Kleij 2020; Malecka, Boud, 
and Carless 2020; Winstone 2019; Winstone and Carless 2020; Yan and Brown 2017). In the context 
of medical education, Barton et al. (2016) aimed to ensure that students read, critically reflected 
on and processed the feedback information from their tutor, by asking them to submit a reflective 
journal addressing the questions: (1) How well does the tutor feedback match with your 
self-evaluation? (2) What did you learn from the feedback process? (3) What actions, if any, will 
you take in response to the feedback process? and (4) What, if anything, is unclear about the 
tutor feedback? These reflective journals were valued by the students and half of the students 
indicated that it had supported their learning process (Barton et al. 2016).

Based on the literature discussed above, Table 1 proposes a set of prompts that could 
be used in sense-making sheets or to scaffold students’ sense-making of feedback information.

Using feedback information

After having made sense of the feedback information, the next steps for the actual use of 
feedback are goal revision and action planning. As described by, among others, Hattie and 
Timperley (2007), it is important for feedback processes to be goal-related and that goals for 
students involve the dimensions of commitment and challenge. Indeed, Locke and Latham 
(2002) summarised that setting specific and appropriately difficult goals positively affects per-
formance through the mechanisms of directing attention, energising effort, persistence, and 
activating task-relevant knowledge and strategies. Goal setting can be done on a local level, 
but also on a general level (Esterhazy and Damşa 2019). When addressing goal setting in feed-
back processes, we might assume that students were already working towards a goal before 
seeking or receiving feedback information. In that sense, goal setting becomes goal revision: 
looking back at the originally set goal(s) and revising them according to the sense-making of 
the feedback information.

When goals are revised, an action plan can be created in which students work out how their 
goals are going to be acted upon. Winstone et al. (2017a) concluded that out of eight studies 
on action planning, most indeed showed positive effects on engagement with feedback. In 
some of these studies, a list of possible actions was provided to students to choose from 
Enomoto (2012) and Quinton and Smallbone (2010), or students were supported in making a 
concrete and feasible action plan for using their feedback through a training or conversation 
(Chang et al. 2011; Dahllöf, Tsilingaridis, and Hindbeck 2004). Although not in the specific con-
text of feedback research, McCardle et al. (2017) found that without guidance students generally 
tend to set vague goals for themselves. They suggested that it can help students to set more 
concrete goals to use the TASC framework, with the elements of Timeframe, Activities, Standards 
and Content. These elements can also be used for making an action plan for the use of feed-
back information (see Table 2).
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Responding to feedback information

Responding to feedback information refers to students returning to a teacher to address how 
they have interpreted and used the feedback information. For instance, the earlier mentioned 
reflection sheets for sense-making or action plans could be shared with the teacher as a way 
of responding to the feedback information. In doing so students proactively provide new diag-
nostic information to their teachers, that the teachers in turn can use for their scaffolding 
strategies (van de Pol, Volman, and Beishuizen 2010). This response can be given in a dialogue 
or in a written document. To the best of my knowledge no studies have addressed how this 
can be done in a dialogue, but some authors have addressed the concept of cover letters or 
rebuttal writing. Daniel, Gaze, and Braasch (2015) studied the effects of students writing a cover 
letter in which they (1) synthesised the feedback information into the main points and (2) 
provided detailed explanations of how the feedback information was incorporated. They found 
that students in the cover letter condition tended to have higher improvement scores than 
those in the control condition. This shows that responding to feedback information does not 
only inform teachers, but can also affect and support the feedback process of students. In line 
with this, Malecka, Boud, and Carless (2020) argued that rebuttal writing could be a very prom-
ising direction for embedding the development of feedback literacy in curricula. Next, additional 
literature on synthesising feedback information and providing detailed elaboration on feedback 
use are now further elaborated on.

With respect to students synthesising the feedback information, this can contribute to a 
shared feedback perception between provider and user, for we know that feedback perceptions 
of the provider and seeker/receiver can differ substantially (Carless 2006; Orsmond and Merry 
2011). In addition, more recently several studies have shown that students do not correctly 
remember different types of feedback information they have received (e.g. Nash, Winstone, and 
Gregory 2021). Although not studied, teachers who have read numbers of student work and 
have provided feedback on all of these might also not exactly remember the previous work 
and associated feedback information that was given.

With respect to providing detailed information on how feedback information is incorporated, 
there is a strong parallel with how researchers respond to journal reviews (Gravett et al. 2020), 
for which it is often encouraged to write a brief response to all remarks received (e.g. Cummings 
and Rivara 2002; Williams 2004). Additionally, it is also highlighted in what parts of the product 
or performance the most important changes were made. In case of a written report, changes 
can be highlighted or annotated in the document itself. A student can then also provide 
arguments for deliberately not using a certain element of the feedback information.

But besides the synthesis of, response to, and use of the feedback information there is another 
element that could be addressed when responding to feedback information: students could decide 
to address the emotional impact that the feedback information had while engaging with it. In a 
literature review on student emotions in formal feedback situations, Värlander (2008) already called 
for more attention to emotions being a natural part of feedback. More recently, Pitt and Norton 
(2017) also found emotions to be an important factor in explaining students’ (dis)engagement 
with feedback information. More specifically, Voerman et al. (2014) described how positive feedback 

Table 2.  Proposed prompts for using feedback information.
Target process Level Prompt

Goal revision Local
General

•	 What goal(s) do I want to achieve within this specific task and how will I 
use this feedback information to reach this goal?

•	 What goal(s) do I want to achieve in general and how will I use this 
feedback information to reach this goal?

Action planning Time frame
Activities
Standards
Content

•	 What is the time frame for the use of my feedback information?
•	 What do I have to do to use/apply the feedback information?
•	 What standards do I want my work to meet?
•	 What content do I have to use?
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information invokes positive emotions and negative feedback information invokes negative emo-
tions, but also that the context and relationship with the feedback provider affect what specific 
emotions feedback information invokes (see also Carless and Boud 2018; O’Donovan et al. 2021). 
In other words, the emotional impact of feedback is not straightforward but rather complex. 
Therefore, in order to vent emotions, Värlander (2008) suggested that students give feedback on 
the feedback, addressing questions such as: How did you perceive the feedback? How did you feel 
when receiving the feedback? Furthermore, knowing the emotional impact of their feedback 
information on students can help teachers to better adapt their feedback information to individual 
students (de Kleijn et al. 2016).

Lastly, it is relevant to note that the response does not necessarily need to be addressed 
to the initial teacher who provided the feedback information, but could also be addressed to 
a teacher of another course or module with a comparable assignment. As argued above in 
regard to sense-making and using, feedback information can be used for revising the same 
assignment, but also for follow-up assignments. For instance, Winstone and Carless (2020) 
suggested that students can be asked to comment on how they have used feedback from 
previous assessments in carrying out the current task. Barton et al. (2016) asked medical stu-
dents, when submitting their work, to always address in a cover letter how previous feedback 
had informed their current work. Students indicated that this prompt indeed encouraged them 
to learn from their feedback.

Based on these studies and arguments, Table 3 proposes a set of prompts that could be used 
for responding to feedback information, either in a written form or in dialogue with a teacher.

Seeking feedback information

The fourth student strategy concerns the active seeking of feedback information. This activity can 
be the starting point of a new feedback process, or can follow the activity of responding to 
feedback information, but can also be engaged in while making sense of and/or using feedback 
information (as indicated with the dotted arrows in Figure 1). Winstone and Carless (2020) sug-
gested that, in order to bring dialogue into feedback processes, students can be invited to request 
feedback information on specific elements of their work, when submitting assignments. Malecka, 
Boud, and Carless (2020) also coined feedback requests as one of the four practices to embed 
feedback literacy in curricula. Back in 2010, Bloxham and Campbell instructed students to write 
cover sheets on which they had to indicate the particular aspects of their work that they wanted 
to receive feedback information on. The staff was positive about the intervention, but students 
found it difficult to ask specific questions and sometimes were too embarrassed or intimidated 
to do so. Agricola, Prins, and Sluijsmans (2020) invited students to use feedback request forms 
to indicate on what element they wanted to receive feedback information. However, they found 
no effect of the feedback request form on students’ perceptions, self-efficacy, and motivation. 

Table 3.  Proposed prompts for responding to feedback information.
Target process Prompt

Synthesising feedback information •	 What were the main points of the feedback 
information?

Justifying changes made •	 What changes did I (not) make in response to the 
feedback information and why?

•	 Where in my document or performance can these 
changes be seen?

Addressing emotional impact •	 What was the emotional impact of the feedback 
information?

•	 How did I handle this emotional impact?
Use in follow-up assignments •	 How has earlier feedback information informed my 

current work?
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They explained this by the fact that the students might not have produced high-quality requests. 
The findings of these two studies show that the use of feedback requests is potentially worthwhile, 
but that students experience difficulty in asking specific feedback questions. This is in line with 
the argument of Malecka, Boud, and Carless (2020) that students need guidance and practice to 
make the most of opportunities for feedback requests. However, how to formulate a feedback 
request is not addressed in higher education literature so far, nor in feedback-seeking studies in 
the context of workplace learning (e.g. Crommelinck and Anseel 2013; Joughin et al. 2020). In 
order to fill this gap, I propose three types of feedback request that can be used to instruct and 
scaffold students in asking specific feedback questions. Overall, in line with the premises of ZPD 
and scaffolded learning, the hypothesis underlying these types of feedback request is that when 
students share relevant diagnostic information about their feedback process, this supports teachers 
in adapting their feedback information to a specific students’ situation (de Kleijn et al. 2015).

First, a ‘follow-up feedback request’ can be formulated when students have already received 
and used feedback information and want to know whether their performance has indeed 
improved. In line with the section on responding to feedback information, students can share 
a synthesis of the feedback information, how it is used, where the changes in product or per-
formance can be seen, and optionally what the emotional impact was. After sharing this diag-
nostic information, students can ask feedback information on the extent to which their 
performance has improved as a result of their feedback use? (see Table 4).

Second, when students get stuck in trying to complete a specific part of a task and do not 
know how to continue, a ‘problem-based feedback request’ can be formulated. Diagnostic 
information worth sharing in such situations includes a student’s perception of the encountered 
problem. A second element is the options that they themselves see or have already tried to 
overcome said problem. A third element is the perceived advantages and disadvantages of 
these options and how they weigh these. A fourth element is what option a student would 
choose if no feedback information were to be given. After having shared these diagnostic 
elements, students can ask for feedback on their problem, their options, their weighing, and 
their preferred option (see Table 4). This allows a teacher to adapt their feedback information 
to the diagnostic information provided by the student. For example, does the student have a 
clear view on the problem or does the teacher see a more salient problem? Does the student 
see all the relevant options, or does the teacher see additional options?

Third, a ‘learning objective-based feedback request’ can be used when students would like 
to receive feedback information on the extent to which their current performance meets the 
educational goal(s) or criteria. Note that, following Vygotsky’s work, it is expected that before 
students ask such a feedback question, they should have engaged in independent problem 
solving. Therefore, a first element of diagnostic information is whether their current performance 
indeed reflects the best a student could do without additional support. A second element is 
on what learning objectives or criteria students would like to receive feedback. If there is no 
specific learning objective, they can indicate that they seek feedback on the most important 
areas of improvement considering all learning criteria or objectives. After all, it is important for 
students to realise and acknowledge that it is not the responsibility of the teacher to address 
all issues that could possibly be improved in their feedback information (Winstone, Boud, et al. 
2021). In line with the arguments during sense-making, a third element to be shared with 
teachers is a self-evaluation on the learning objectives or criteria (e.g. Malecka, Boud, and Carless 
2020). Sharing a self-evaluation enables teachers to see whether their evaluation deviates from 
or matches the students’ self-evaluation and where a student’s possible blind spots might be. 
After having shared these diagnostic information elements, students can ask for feedback infor-
mation on how their work can be improved (see Table 4).

The target processes of the three types of feedback requests in Table 4 are formulated in 
such a way that they form the acronyms SUPER, POWER and CLOSER, in order to promote 
applicability and recall.
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Discussion

Even though the concept of feedback literacy seems to be accepted as a relevant competency 
for both students and teachers and has already yielded quite some research interest, so far little 
attention has been paid to how feedback literate students are expected to engage in feedback 
processes and how feedback literate teachers can scaffold students in doing so. Therefore, in this 
paper I proposed an instructional model with specific prompts for four student activities in 
feedback processes: seeking, making sense of, using, and responding to feedback information. 
The model is built on the premise that effective feedback processes take place in social inter-
action with a more knowledgeable peer targeted at a students’ ZPD (Vygotsky 1987) and that 
when students engage in independent problem solving and elicit and share relevant diagnostic 
information, they support their teachers in scaffolding student learning (van de Pol, Volman, and 
Beishuizen 2010). To the best of my knowledge, in general this is the first paper in which the 
concepts of ZPD and scaffolded learning are used to derive student activities, rather than focus-
sing on teacher activities and thereby applying Vygotsky’s theory in an innovative way.

The proposed instructional model and accompanying activity prompts can be used to explicitly 
teach, scaffold, and communicate to students what they are expected to do with feedback 
information throughout their educational programs and beyond. The intention of the model is 
not to formalise the different activities in strict formats, nor to imply that students need to 
explicitly report on each of the activities in every situation in which they seek and/or receive 
feedback information. This would lead to students writing numerous cover sheets, which in turn 
could lead to overloaded teachers. Rather, it is intended to support students’ feedback literacy in 
terms of providing practical tools for eliciting, processing, and enacting feedback (Malecka et al. 
2020; Molloy, Boud, and Henderson 2020), and to support teachers’ feedback literacy in terms of 
how to scaffold students in eliciting, processing, and enacting feedback so that teachers can 

Table 4.  Proposed prompts for seeking feedback information.
Type of feedback request Target process Prompt

Follow-up feedback request Synthesising What are the main points of the feedback 
information?

Use of feedback How and why did I use the feedback 
information?

Performance/Product presentation How is my feedback use reflected in my 
product/performance?

Emotional impact What was the emotional impact of (working 
with) the feedback information?

Requesting feedback information ‘Could you give me feedback on the extent to 
which my product or performance has 
improved as a result of my feedback use?’

Problem-based feedback 
request

Problem description What problem do I encounter?

Option overview What options do I see for solving this 
problem?

Weighing options How do I weigh these options in terms of pros 
and cons?

Expressing preferred option Given these pros and cons, what option(s) 
would I chose myself?

Requesting feedback information ‘Could you give me feedback on this 
(i.e. elements P, O, W, and E)?’

Learning objective-based 
feedback request

Current performance My current performance, does (not) reflect the 
best I could do without additional 
assistance, because…

Learning Objective I would like my work to be evaluated on the 
following learning objective(s)…

Self-Evaluation This is what I think I did well and what I 
would need to further improve

Requesting feedback information ‘Could you give me feedback on this 
(i.e. elements C, LO, and SE)?’
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more effectively and efficiently identify and respond to student needs and craft appropriate and 
differentiated inputs (Boud and Dawson 2021). So, whereas earlier papers on improving feedback 
literacy mostly focussed on how student feedback literacy could be improved by design (e.g. 
Malecka et al. 2021; Noble et al. 2020; Winstone, Mathlin, and Nash 2019), this model aims to 
support the specific feedback interactions between students and teachers. When both teachers 
and students use the model activities and prompts in their feedback interactions, it is expected 
that their feedback literacies will grow in interplay, as suggested by Carless and Winstone (2020).

Limitations and future directions

First, as this model follows the movement to new paradigm views on feedback it assumes that, 
when provided with feedback information, students will have the opportunity to actually use 
it in the same task or a comparable follow-up task. However, in practice this is not always the 
case yet. Therefore, the student activities from the instructional model might be less applicable 
to situations in which students are provided with feedback information after having submitted 
their final work and then go on to a next course or learning module. However, given the num-
ber of scholars pointing to the importance of viewing feedback processes from a programmatic, 
curricular, or spiral point of view (e.g. Boud and Molloy 2013; Carless 2019; Malecka, Boud, and 
Carless 2020; Winstone, Mathlin, and Nash 2019), it is expected that the new paradigm view 
on feedback will slowly gain the upper hand.

Second, even though the model is mostly built on insights from earlier feedback studies in 
higher education, it is important to note that it is a proposal and is not empirically studied 
yet. Especially the three types of feedback requests require empirical validation, as well as the 
total set of four student activities. It would be worthwhile to pursue descriptive studies to 
investigate the extent to which students already apply the proposed activities at current in 
different contexts on textual, interpersonal, instructional and socio-cultural levels (Chong 2021). 
Such findings could signal what student activities provide most room for improvement. 
Intervention studies can then empirically establish whether applying and scaffolding these 
student activities does indeed lead to more learning and increased performances.

Lastly, it is important to bear in mind that people with different characteristics and motives 
deal differently with feedback seeking (Anseel et al. 2015), that people have different views on 
what constitutes good and bad feedback (O’Donovan et al. 2021), that there is no one best 
way to give feedback information for all students for all types of learning outcomes (Shute 
2008), and that some students struggle more with feedback than others (Pitt, Bearman, and 
Esterhazy 2020). This probably also holds for feedback processes, which implies there is no 
single best way of doing it. Still, the proposed instructional model is intended to be useful for 
all higher education students, to explore what activities could help them to improve their 
feedback processes. All in all, the model directs the attention to the unmistakeable importance 
of instructing students in how they can be proactive in their feedback processes in terms of 
seeking, making sense of, using, and responding to feedback information.
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