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Abstract 

Research has conventionally viewed feedback from the point of view of the 

input, thus analysing only one side of the feedback relationship. More recently, 

there has be an increased interest in understanding feedback-as-talk. Feedback 

dialogue has been conceptualised as the dynamic interplay of three dimensions: 

the cognitive, the social-affective and the structural. We sought to explore the 

interactional features of each dimension and their intermediary effects on 

students. We analysed students’ feedback dialogue excerpts as cases using 

interactional analysis. Analysis involved iterative inductive and deductive 

coding and interpretation of feedback texts generated in an online course. The 

cognitive, social-affective and structural dimensions were interwoven within 

excerpts of feedback dialogue with effects on learners that extended beyond the 

immediate task (e.g. reframing of learners’ ideas, critical evaluation). The 

interactional features of each dimension include: cognitive (e.g. question asking, 

expressing oneself); social-affective (e.g. disclosure, expressing empathy); and 

structural (e.g. longitudinal opportunities for dialogue, invitational 

opportunities). The study provides evidence that strengthens the call for 

reconceptualising feedback as a dialogic and relational activity as well as 

supporting the view that dialogic feedback can be a key strategy for sustainable 

assessment. 
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Introduction 

 One of the most pervasive critiques of feedback is related to the predominantly 
monologic way in which it is conceptualised and enacted in higher education (Nicol 2010; 
Boud and Molloy 2013; Evans 2013). Teachers can spend considerable time writing 
comments about assignments submitted at the end of a sequence of study, but students may 
have difficulty understanding and acting upon this information therefore limiting its 
contribution to their future development (Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton 2002; Sadler 2010; 
Winstone et al. 2017). Decoding feedback comments is described by students as akin to 
‘learning a foreign language’ (Sutton and Gill 2010). Students have often progressed to the 
next module or assessment activity by the time they receive useful information about their 
work without opportunities or expectations of dialogue that assists them to construct their 
understanding in a meaningful way (Carless 2006). These critiques collectively highlight the 
limitations of information transmission feedback strategies to develop students’ capacities to 
regulate their learning and to meet their future learning needs. Hence, the call for sustainable 
and dialogic feedback. 

There is significant support for the notion that building lifelong learning capabilities 
should be a key function of higher education (Boud and Falchikov 2006). Sustainable 
assessment has been proposed as a way of conceptualising this purpose of assessment. It is 
defined as ‘assessment that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of students to meet their own future learning needs’ (Boud 2000, 152). In discussing the 
importance of sustainable assessment Hounsell (2007), proposed three key aspects of ‘high 
value’ feedback to achieve this. These were that feedback must: 1) carry impact beyond the 
task to which it relates; 2) enhance the student role to generate, interpret and engage with 
feedback; and 3) develop congruence between guidance and feedback by orchestrating 
teaching and learning environments in which productive dialogue arises. Carless et al. (2011, 
397) define sustainable feedback as: ‘dialogic processes and activities which can support and 
inform the student on the current task, whilst also developing the ability to self-regulate 
performance on future tasks’. Importantly, dialogic feedback fits with the sustainable 
assessment agenda because it promotes student engagement with feedback (Price, Handley, 
and Millar 2011) and self-regulation of learning (Winstone et al. 2017). This study 
contributes to the empirical literature by exemplifying actual feedback dialogue and 
examining its intermediary effects on learners and staff involved in the dialogue. 
 

Literature review 

There is a considerable body of work that argues for feedback as dialogue (Nicol 
2010; Carless et al. 2011; Boud and Molloy 2013; Ajjawi and Boud 2017), yet empirical 
research of actual feedback dialogue and its effects is limited. Research has primarily focused 
on measuring effects of feedback using learning outcomes as proxy and/or student 
satisfaction (Evans 2013). Otherwise, feedback research has typically coded comments 
provided by teachers using pre-specified codes derived from the literature (e.g. Brown and 
Glover 2006; Hughes, Smith, and Creese 2015). This research indicates that the majority of 
written feedback comments are at the level of task rather than self-regulation (Glover and 
Brown 2006; Orsmond and Merry 2011; Arts, Jaspers, and Joosten-ten Brinke 2016). In other 
words, written feedback comments tend to be oriented to how well the task was understood 
or performed rather than orienting towards prompting students’ self-regulatory behaviours 
(Hattie and Timperley 2007). One study, based on an analysis of tutor comments by external 
raters, proposed that feedback comments phrased as questions were more likely to stimulate 
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students’ reflection (Dekker et al. 2013). However, using input measures alone (e.g. timing, 
frequency, quantity or externally judged product quality) as a way of evaluating feedback 
effectiveness is problematic because coding the apparent intent of feedback information 
cannot capture the communicative nature of the phenomenon nor its actual effects on learners 
(Price et al. 2010).  

Recently, researchers have started to analyse feedback as interactional, taking into 
account all speakers and analysing actual feedback dialogue. One such study explored 
feedback dialogue in the medical workplace (Rizan et al. 2014). Using feedback-as-talk and 
discourse analysis they highlighted features of language, para-language and non-verbal 
communication that resulted in the incorporation of corrective feedback comments in their 
interaction and less loss of face for the student in front of the patient. Steen-Utheim and 
Wittek (2017) developed a model of feedback dialogue composed of four dimensions: 1) 
emotional and relational support, 2) maintenance of the dialogue, 3) expressing themselves, 
and 4) other’s contribution to individual growth. These dimensions shed light on how 
interaction in feedback dialogue might lead to learning, however, how dialogue is sustained 
interactionally in order to have these effects is unknown. Also taking an interactional 
perspective, Esterhazy and Damşa (2017) describe dialogic feedback processes as ‘emerging 
meaning-making trajectories’ that involve interpretation. They argued that engagement with 
feedback requires moving between local and wider disciplinary contexts as well as moving 
between declarative and procedural knowledge. These two dimensions formed the knowledge 
space within which epistemic meaning-making occurred. The perspective on developmental 
trajectories and the complexity offered by their model where feedback enables engagement 
with the broader contexts of learning is refreshing. Considering the theorised value of 
feedback dialogue, there is a lack of empirical research identifying the interactional features 
that sustain feedback dialogue.  
Conceptual framework 

In our previous work, we put forward a conceptual framework for feedback dialogue 
arguing that interactional analysis provides a rich lens through which to study feedback 
dialogue (Ajjawi and Boud 2017). This conception is informed by Interaction Analysis 
(Jordan and Henderson 1995), an interdisciplinary approach for researching human–human 
and human–material interactions, that views knowledge and action as fundamentally social in 
origin, and rooted in particular social and material ecologies. The goal of Interaction Analysis 
is to identify how ‘participants utilize the resources of the complex social and material world 
of actors and objects within which they operate’ (Jordan and Henderson 1995, 41). Meaning 
is always created in dialogue and implies at least two voices (Wegerif 2008). Similarly, 
learning occurs through feedback dialogue and involves students’ interpretive meaning 
making about the comments (Steen-Utheim and Wittek 2017). Therefore, in this study we 
adopt the perspective that feedback is a communicative act and a social process in which 
power, emotion and discourse impact on how messages are constructed, interpreted and acted 
upon.  

One model of feedback dialogue identifies three key dimensions: cognitive (i.e. 
content), social-affective (i.e. relational) and structural (i.e. curriculum organisation), that 
dynamically interact within the interaction space (Yang and Carless 2013). The cognitive and 
social-affective dimensions relate mainly to what teachers and students do within specific 
learning environments, whilst the structural dimension includes features that are both within 
and outside the immediate influence of students and teachers. Yang and Carless propose that 
these three dimensions need to be considered in relation to one another when analysing 
feedback dialogue. The model highlights the dynamic nature of feedback dialogue and begins 
to unpack its constituent components. Hence, in this qualitative study we sought to identify 
the interactional features of each of the cognitive, social-affective and structural dimensions 
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of feedback dialogue from an online course in order to understand how feedback dialogue 
can be sustained and how it effects student responses in particular self-regulatory behaviours. 
We used interactional analysis and in the paper present illustrative excerpts to showcase the 
interplay between these three dimensions of feedback dialogue. 
 
Methods 
Context 

The study was conducted in a postgraduate online distance course in medical 
education. Students are typically medical doctors completing the course whilst working as 
clinicians and medical educators. The current paper utilises data generated from a wider 
study: the Interactive Assessment and Collaboration via Technology (interACT) project (see 
Barton et al. 2016). Ethical approval for this study was obtained. 

InterACT involved the design and embedding of an interactive cover page and 
longitudinal feedback journal in order to promote feedback dialogue (Barton et al. 2016). The 
assignment cover page was used to prompt students to evaluate their work qualitatively 
against the assignment’s criteria, to request specific feedback information from tutors and 
identify how previous information had informed their current work. Once the assignment and 
completed cover page were submitted, tutors provided feedback information not only on the 
assignment but also in response to each student’s evaluation and comments, and hence took 
part in dialogue on the cover page. Students then uploaded their marked assignments 
(including the cover page and feedback comments) into their longitudinal feedback journal 
where they answered questions relating to their interaction with and understanding of the 
comments they received. The feedback journal was tailored to offer a template for each 
assignment in the program where students answered four questions that prompted a 
comparison of the students’ self-evaluation with the tutor’s comments, asked them to reflect 
on what they had learned, actions to take and if anything was unclear from the feedback 
process. The relevant tutor was automatically alerted via email when a student posted 
comments into their longitudinal feedback journal, and they continued feedback dialogue 
asynchronously together as required. The length of dialogue varied depending on the nature 
of the students’ comments and if there were questions that needed following up. The 
feedback journal acted as a repository of all the assessment products, student reflections and 
feedback dialogue.  
Data collection 

Ten students enrolled in the first two core modules and the staff involved in assessing 
their work took part in the study. These cases provided sufficient depth for initial testing due 
to the richness of the analytical approach. Specific feedback dialogue excerpts were identified 
with a single cycle feedback loop defined as an initiation-response interaction between 
student, tutor and materials. Three actors were present: the tutor, the student and the materials 
through which feedback dialogue is mediated. Although the notion of the material artefact as 
actor that ‘takes a turn’ may be perceived as unusual, in interaction analysis turn-taking 
encompasses more than talk, as participation in an interactional exchange may be constituted 
by artefacts (Jordan and Henderson 1995). We then extracted and de-identified excerpts of 
feedback dialogue from students’ assignments, associated cover pages and feedback journal 
entries. These data files were converted to rtf files and imported into ATLAS.ti for analysis.  
Data analysis 

The dialogue excerpts were coded using a mixture of inductive and deductive coding 
with an interpretative approach informed by interactional analysis. Both authors met 
severally to negotiate coding and to discuss the developing analytical framework and 
interpret meaning in relation to our research questions. Across several meetings we worked 
on developing the analytical coding frame in order to explore the interactional features of the 
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cognitive, social-affective and structural dimensions and their effects. This was an iterative 
process from feedback literature and theory to data and back again preserving context within 
the feedback excerpts.  

First, in order to access the cognitive dimension of feedback-as-talk, the dialogue 
excerpts were coded deductively using Hattie and Timperley's (2007) model to identify the 
nature of the feedback comments as related to task, process, self and self-regulation. We also 
specifically coded the intermediary effects based on the students’ responses relating to: 1) 
self-evaluation, 2) further engagement in the task, 3) learning about self as learner, 4) 
learning about learning, and 5) continuing beyond the task (Hattie and Timperley 2007). We 
chose to use these criteria as markers for the self-regulatory effects of the feedback dialogue 
on students rather than other models of self-regulation due to their relevance to sustainable 
assessment and their prominent place in the feedback literature. 

Second, accessing the social-affective dimension in a meaningful way was more 
challenging. Here we turned to sociological constructs that take account of the linguistic 
aspects of communication as well as the social function of talk. In social interactions, 
participants are typically involved in the ritual maintenance of face (Goffman 1959). 
Feedback talk being related to judgements about individuals’ work may be seen to be face 
threatening. Hedges are linguistic devices which can be used to soften criticism and maintain 
face and interpersonal relations. Hedging includes words such as maybe, sometimes, seemed 
or a little (Hyland 2001). Pronouns may also be used to influence the impressions of other 
parties by constructing a proximal or distal sense to their behaviours through talk. For 
example, the use of I communicates self-agency and intentionality, while we emphasises 
one’s self as part of a group and you may be distancing indicating others outside the 
conversational space (Mercer 2004). Such linguistic features can provide important clues into 
how feedback is being interpreted and its effects on learners and teachers. 

Third, in order to access the structural dimension we took a helicopter view of the 
curricular conditions within which the dialogue was created taking into account 
understandings from the feedback literature. The first author was an insider of the curriculum 
development team at the time and so was very familiar with the curriculum design features, 
whilst the second author is published in this field.  
 
Findings 

We found that episodes of feedback dialogue extended from the cover page to the 
feedback journal for a single assignment, across assignments in a single module and even 
across modules. Dialogue was initiated by the prompt questions in the materials namely the 
cover page and feedback journal or by tutors in the margin of the assignment or on the cover 
page. All five criteria for self-regulatory feedback effects, highlighted above, were also 
present in our data. Each of our feedback excerpts contained the three dimensions and we 
identified specific features of each dimension from the data (see Table 1). The cognitive, 
social-affective and the structural dimensions were dynamically intermingled in the feedback 
dialogue to prompt self-regulatory behaviours. All interactional features were not necessarily 
present in each episode of dialogue but the three dimensions were. 
<insert table 1> 

We now present three specific excerpts and their interpretations. We do this to 
highlight the dynamic interplay between the cognitive, social-affective and structural 
dimensions and show nuanced features of dialogue that prompt students’ self-regulation. The 
excerpts chosen identify three ways in which feedback dialogue may extend beyond the task, 
and hence fit the sustainable feedback agenda: 1) induction into the broader educational 
discourse; 2) reflection on self as student and educator; 3) advice on utilisation of the 
assessment artefact in the workplace. These excerpts are presented in table format, each 
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displaying the turns taken for the particular dialogue interaction, the actors involved 
(pseudonyms used) and direct excerpts of the dialogue text. 
 
Excerpt 1: induction into the broader educational discourse 
The assignment instructions were: ‘Develop a one-sheet peer evaluation sheet. Use this to 
evaluate a lecture...’  

This excerpt involves two loops of feedback dialogue, it was tutor-initiated in the 
margin of the assignment (turn 2) and extends from the assignment to the feedback journal. 
Interchanges in this excerpt (Table 2) are conversational and informal. The dialogue goes 
beyond the immediate requirements of the assignment starting within the local context and 
then moving between the local and the broader contexts. The tutor, Julie, foreshadows this in 
Turn two with a question about educational decision making and a shift in pronoun to the 
inclusive: ‘we’ and ‘our’ (turn 2). The shift in pronoun from ‘I’ to ‘we’ can be seen to imply 
solidarity between participants (Brown and Levinson 1987). Melanie reflects on her choices 
and then elaborates on her reasons why she chose that online lecture (turn 4). She shifts to the 
broader context picking up on the inclusive ‘we’ to elaborate on motivations to view online 
lectures generally (turn 4). Julie invites Melanie into a broader conversation occurring within 
the discipline of medical education about the value of putting lectures online when she 
highlights the differing views on this within the community: ‘yet some colleagues think 
putting lectures up online will toll the death knell of face to face lectures’ (turn 5). Julie then 
self-discloses her views by admitting to attending live theatre beamed to the local cinema 
screen paralleling the conversation about attending lectures live versus viewing them online. 
Melanie continues with elaborating her position and meaning making in relation to the value 
of attending lectures live (e.g. forming networks) and closes the dialogue with a friendly 
comment ‘have fun at the opera!’ that acknowledges the tutor’s disclosure (turn 6). This 
feedback conversation takes on a broader purpose than correction. As can be seen in the 
student response, the feedback dialogue leads to self-evaluation (why she chose the particular 
resource), continuing beyond the task (dialogue about online lectures) and learning about 
learning (the value of social learning). 
<insert table 2> 

The three dimensions of cognitive, social-affective and structural are interwoven in 
this excerpt in the following ways. The cognitive dimension is initially elicited through 
questions from the tutor related to the student’s motivation to attend a specific lecture 
(relevant to the task at hand) then as the dialogue continues shifting to a broader conversation 
about the social aspects of learning. The social-affective dimension is sustained through 
personal disclosure, informal language choice and use of inclusive pronouns evoking a 
common educational identity. The structural dimension through the feedback journal allows 
the student to respond to a comment on her assignment and for an asynchronous dialogue to 
continue beyond the task.  
 
Excerpt 2: reflection on self as student and educator 

The following excerpt (Table 3) involves two loops of feedback dialogue, initiated by 
the cover page extending to the feedback journal. The dialogue which occurred between the 
tutor Julie and learner Freda is initiated by a question on the cover page intended to prompt 
self-evaluation and invite dialogue (turn 1). The learner, in turn 2, is seeking reassurance and 
expresses frustration ‘!!’ and a loss of confidence. Julie starts with praise about the 
assignment ‘well handled’ then takes this opportunity to extend Freda’s learning while also 
providing emotional support. She does this through asking questions that prompt Freda’s self-
evaluation and re-application to her own context (turn 3). Julie also acknowledges Freda’s 
feelings through encouragement ‘Hope this brings back a little confidence’ mirroring the 
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word ‘little’ potentially to save face and promote trust. The materials in turn 4 enable Freda 
to elaborate the judgements about her work ‘did not recognise some of the good work I did’ 
(turn 5). As can be seen in her response, the feedback dialogue leads to self-evaluation (of 
why she felt frustrated and her judgements about her work), learning about self as learner 
(recognising her own response to the task) and learning about learning (the role of emotions 
in learning and how she might support her own students) (turn 5). There is also reciprocal 
learning action by the tutor in terms of adjusting the assessment instructions to explain the 
imposed restrictive word limit and acknowledgement of the dialogue in closing it down (turn 
6). 
<insert table 3> 

The cognitive dimension is sustained through elaboration, learning and learning and 
self-evaluation. The social-affective dimension involves self-disclosure by the students when 
she articulates her loss of confidence with the task using emotional talk (e.g. suffering, 
struggling) and seeks reassurance. The tutor takes this opportunity to go beyond praise, 
acknowledging the motivational value of feedback as well as prompting a self-regulatory and 
cognitive re-evaluation linking with Freda’s role as an educator. This move potentially 
minimises loss of face from Freda as she can then focus on her own students and reflect on 
her learning as an educator. The structural dimension allows for sustained asynchronous 
dialogue across the cover page and feedback journal and creates opportunity for Freda to 
express herself.  
 
Excerpt 3: utilisation of the assessment artefact in the workplace 
As before, the assignment instructions were: ‘Develop a one-sheet peer evaluation sheet. Use 
this to evaluate a lecture...’  
 

The following excerpt (Table 4) involves two loops of feedback dialogue, initiated by 
the cover page extending to the feedback journal. For this particular task, Paul developed a 
peer evaluation sheet which he used to evaluate a peer’s lecture. The dialogue which occurred 
between the tutor Julie and learner Paul is initiated by a question on the cover page intended 
to prompt self-evaluation and invite dialogue (turn 1). The learner, in turn 2, asks whether 
there are any improvements which he could make to this tool before using it in his workplace. 
Julie responds to the question by asking him to reflect on the merits of the tool having used it 
for the assignment. She displays some ambiguity about her interpretation of his question 
providing tips on how it could be adapted to suit Paul’s needs (turn 3). Her response 
highlights different factors involved in educational design processes. Julie prompts his re-
evaluation of the tool, which he does and reports back on in turn 5 in the feedback journal 
bringing in his experiential knowledge and shows re-engagement with the merits of the tool. 
Julie acknowledges his reflections in Turn 6 with a reminder about the design matching the 
purpose.  

<insert table 4> 
The cognitive dimension is elicited through a question on the cover with the effect of 

Paul re-evaluating his experience with the tool (the assessment product) and with previous 
evaluation tools he has used more broadly, continuing beyond the task by applying what he is 
learning to his own educational practice. It seems that question asking by the tutor and the 
materials plays a role in eliciting Paul’s response. The social-affective dimension is sustained  
through respectful listening and responding. The dialogue here remains on point, with few 
personal markers. The structural dimension enables Paul’s responses to be tracked from the 
assignment to the effects of the feedback. 
 
Discussion 
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Findings from this study highlight the interdependence of the cognitive, social-
affective and structural dimensions in the feedback dialogue space and the subsequent effects 
on students’ self-regulatory behaviours moving beyond the immediate task. Our findings lend 
empirical support to the utility of the framework proposed by Yang and Carless (2013). 
Specifically, we extend their work by highlighting specific interactional features of dialogue 
within each dimension and the intermediary effects of these on learners. We also extend our 
own work in showing how interactional analysis may be used to examine feedback dialogue 
and its effects rather than focusing on feedback as input, hence recasting feedback as a social 
act involving learners, tutors, contexts and relationships (Ajjawi and Boud 2017). 
The cognitive dimension 

Interactional features of the cognitive dimension included question asking, expressing 
oneself, encouraging reframing of ideas, promoting critical evaluation and engagement 
beyond the task. Within the excerpts of feedback dialogue we saw how students’ self-
regulatory behaviours may be mobilised or supported. We hypothesise that question-asking 
within the dialogue plays an important role in shifting beyond the immediate task to a more 
self-regulatory frame. The questions posed by the tutor and the materials created 
opportunities for students to reflect on their development and to articulate their own 
understanding and interpretations of the feedback comments which are then made available 
for the tutor to further comment on (enabled and sustained through the structural and social-
affective dimensions). This supports Dekker et al.’s (2013) hypothesis that question asking 
and using a positive tone are more likely to prompt reflection. This is perhaps not surprising 
as dialogue which prompts reflection is an important factor in the development of self-
regulatory practices (Orsmond et al. 2013) with self-reflection being an important phase of 
self-regulation of learning (Zimmerman 2002).  

The participants who engaged with feedback at the self-regulatory level often 
naturally, or through prompting, considered their roles and work as medical educators in 
relation to the study material. The evocation of role or identity within the feedback dialogue 
can be seen in the excerpts above when the student was inducted into the broader disciplinary 
discourse of online lectures, through reflection on self as student and educator, or in 
scaffolding the use of an assessment artefact in the workplace. Self-regulatory feedback 
dialogue might be one approach that can be purposefully used to promote bridging of 
learning to the workplace and to induct newcomers into the broader academic discourses of 
their discipline. Few have highlighted the role of dialogic feedback in the professional 
socialisation of students into a discipline (Molloy 2009; Eriksson and Mäkitalo 2015; 
Esterhazy and Damşa 2017). This bodes well for a sustainable assessment agenda. 
The social-affective dimension 

The interactional features of the social-affective dimension included linguistic 
strategies (e.g. use of inclusive pronouns, mirroring), self-disclosure, acknowledging student 
emotional responses and providing social support. Yang and Carless (2013) argued that the 
social affective dimension – for establishing and maintaining social relationships – is 
foundational to the content of the feedback not being derailed. Indeed, students’ judgements 
about the strength of the educational relationship and how trusting they are of their tutor’s 
intentions seem to have an influence on their acceptance and use of feedback in the present 
and future (Telio, Regehr, and Ajjawi 2016). Interaction is important for building trust, this 
involves a mutual investment in faith, as well as respectful and empathic listening and 
responding (Carless 2013). The sharing of (relevant) personal information and experiences 
between staff and students indicates that trust was fostered in some of these interactions, 
however without asking students about this directly we cannot be certain.  

Our tutor, Julie, explicitly acknowledged students’ emotional responses e.g. loss of 
confidence, showing empathy and providing support and encouragement. Loss of confidence 
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may have a detrimental effect on students acting on feedback, indeed research shows that 
emotional reactions play a significant part in determining how students will act on the 
feedback they receive (Pitt and Norton 2017). Others have also highlighted the importance of 
such attributes and behaviours for effective feedback dialogue (Steen-Utheim and Wittek 
2017).  
The structural dimension 

The interactional features of the structural dimension is through the particular 
questions in the cover page and the longitudinal feedback journal that provided space for the 
dialogue to continue. The questions in the cover page acted as an external prompt to 
encourage self-regulatory actions such as self-evaluation and feedback seeking. The design 
also enabled learners to seek feedback that addresses their goals and to continue a dialogue 
with their tutor. Arguably, if a student has sought feedback about a specific aspect of their 
work they are more invested in the response. The authentic nature of assignments with 
learners who are also embedded in the workplace (and studying part-time) means that these 
learners have opportunities to apply and think about the content of the module in relation to 
their own work responsibilities and contexts also potentially a motivating factor for 
engagement in feedback. 

Adaptation of the context, curriculum, assessment and feedback materials appears to 
have initiated opportunities for ‘high value’ dialogic feedback (as per Hounsell 2007) to 
occur rather than remaining task focused. In the previous feedback approach self-regulatory 
feedback questions would have ended on the piece of work itself with the hope that the 
feedback questions would prompt the intended reflection by the learner. Making feedback 
dialogic with explicit self-regulatory prompts, enabled follow up of the effects of these 
questions through seeing whether there was initial uptake or not. Some learners are likely to 
be quite adept at actively self-regulating their learning and the educational design here makes 
it explicit to the tutors, while for other learners their self-regulation strategies may remain 
passive and implicit requiring such explicit scaffolding to bring these strategies to the surface 
for both the learners and their tutors to see.  

We should be cautious in assuming that these features will lead to a positive effect on 
student learning. They are important design elements but in themselves they do not guarantee 
learning. Our findings highlight that designing the structural dimension alone is not sufficient 
and that the cognitive and social-affective dimensions should be considered to sustain 
dialogue. Invitations to dialogue need to be taken up by the student. And, for the dialogue to 
be maintained, the responses of the student must in turn be taken up by the tutor.  
 
Conclusion 

Our research shows that feedback dialogue is enabled through the interplay of the 
cognitive, social-affective and structural dimensions, where all three are necessary for 
sustained dialogue. Further, this paper exemplifies interactional features of actual feedback 
dialogue and shows student and tutor responses to the dialogue including engagement beyond 
the immediate task. This heralds a shift from feedback being about hopefully useful 
information to a dialogic process that enables tracking the intermediary effects of feedback. 

It would be inappropriate to ignore the real time implications of such curriculum re-
design on the tutors in particular in relation to workload. However, this extra burden may be 
offset through efficiencies in rationalising the total number of assignments that are to be 
reviewed and through shifting the feedback to earlier in the process. Because the design 
enabled tutors to see the effects of their feedback comments and promoted interaction with 
students within a distance course, this was found to be more satisfying for tutors than 
information transmission (Barton et al. 2016) and hence we argue more likely to be 
sustainable. Furthermore, our study demonstrates the potential for tutors to learn from the 
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feedback interactions with their learners. These strategies may be useful in implementing 
feedback dialogue in courses with deadlines and shorter turnaround times.  

A strength of this study is that it deals with real feedback events primarily designed 
for pedagogic rather than research purposes. The effect of the feedback on both teacher and 
learner are apparent through the dialogue so that an evaluation of the feedback effect can be 
interpreted. The effects shown are intermediary in the sense that they show engagement with 
the feedback and cognitive and/or affective reframing, what we cannot see in the data is the 
longer-term effect of how feedback is used in future work. The written nature of our data 
means more sophisticated forms of para-linguistic interaction are generally absent. Further 
research should explore patterns of linguistic use that promote cognitive, social-affective and 
structural dimensions of interaction in relation to longitudinal (sustainable) effects on 
students.  
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Table 1: Dimensions and interactional features of feedback dialogue 
Dimensions Interactional Features 
Cognitive Question asking 

Enabling students to elaborate 
Encouraging reframing of ideas 
Promoting critical evaluation 
Engaging beyond the task 

Social-affective Linguistic strategies (e.g. mirroring, inclusive pronoun use)  
Expressing empathy  
Disclosure  
Acknowledging student emotional responses  
Providing support and encouragement 

Structural Invitations to the dialogue 
Opportunities for sustained dialogue longitudinally  
Sufficient time for dialogue to occur before next task (for students 
and staff) 
Invitations for learners to seek feedback 
Authentic / contextualised assessment 
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Table 2 Excerpt of feedback dialogue: inducting into the broader educational discourse 
Turn Name Date Context  Quote 
1 Learner: 

Melanie 
31/08/12 T&L 4 text 

in the 
assignment  

‘As a refresher for the purposes of this evaluation, I have viewed 
the lecture online a second time more recently’ 

2 Tutor: 
Julie 

18/09/12 The tutor 
adds a 
comment 
into the 
assignment 
margin 

‘How did you know where to find the link? … Would you have 
reviewed it if you weren’t doing an evaluation? If we want people 
to view online lectures [generally] do we need to provide them with 
a task or do we rely on internal motivation? What might our 
decision rely on?’ 

3 Course 
materials 

18/09/12 Feedback 
journal 

‘What did you learn from the feedback process?’ 

4 Melanie 18/09/12 Feedback 
Journal  

‘- re: comment 5 --  I had known that the lectures from this 
particular conference are uploaded annually, and I would have 
reviewed it even outside the context of this assignment. However, I 
did review this lecture specifically for this assignment as well … if 
we wanted people to view online lectures, how we compel them to 
do so would depend on what tends to motivate the learners, and 
how motivated we anticipate them to be on the whole …’ 

5 Julie 18/09/12 Feedback 
Journal 

‘Hi Melanie thanks for your feedback. I think then another thing to 
ponder is why you attended the lecture in person knowing it was 
online. I have my own thoughts, relating to the social aspect of 
learning … yet some colleagues think putting lectures up online 
will toll the death knell of face to face lectures. Of course if that 
were the case again perhaps we need to re-examine why we put 
lectures on. Julie (who is going to an opera beamed live from the 
MET [Metropolitan Theatre, London] to our local cinema [in 
Dundee] next month)’ 

6 Melanie 19/09/12 Feedback 
Journal 

‘Yes, I think you're quite right about the social aspect of learning. 
To me, attending these conferences is a way to keep in touch with 
colleagues and mentors, and to gain their insights on clinical and 
professional matters. I also feel that you appreciate some nuances 
by attending the lecture live that are harder to appreciate with only 
audio … Have fun at the opera!’ 
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Table 3 Excerpt of feedback dialogue: reflection on self as student and educator 
Turn Name Date Context  Quote 
1 Course 

materials 
30/08/12 T&L3 

cover page 
‘Which aspect(s) of your assignment would you specifically like 
feedback on?’ 
 

2 Learner: 
Freda 

30/08/12 T&L3 
cover page 

‘Mostly whether I have succeeded in answering the question, or 
whether I have focused too much on other less relevant things … I’m 
very happy with the feedback to date and I was gaining a little more 
confidence with each assignment, until now!!’ 

3 Tutor: 
Julie 

17/09/12 T&L3 
cover page 

‘Well handled. Hope this brings back a little confidence, though do 
reflect on how your confidence was dented and what effect this had on 
your work. Does this apply to your students? Did I give you enough 
guidance? What in particular was so stressful? Was it taking you out of 
your comfort zone? Is that always a bad thing?’ 

4 Course 
materials 

18/09/12 Feedback 
journal 

‘What did you learn from the feedback process?’ 

5 Freda 18/09/12 Feedback 
journal 

‘I felt I had taken a long time to get my head around this assignment … 
as a result I think my confidence was a little dented from the start and I 
perhaps did not recognise some of the good work I did in relation to the 
final assignment. I was interested to note the comment regarding 
confidence and how this might affect my own students and this is 
something I will take on board. If I am able (as a tutor) to identify 
students with a lack of confidence early on, perhaps I can reassure and 
encourage them in the hope that they can still produce their best work, 
rather than their work suffering as a result of dented confidence … 
Useful feedback, thanks.’ 

6 Julie 18/09/12 Feedback 
journal 

‘Hi Freda, perhaps I need to include in the assignment the rationale for 
such a challenging word count. I enjoyed reading your reflection. 
Julie’ 
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Table 4: Excerpt of feedback dialogue: utilisation of the assessment artefact in the workplace 
Turn Name Date Context  Quote 

1 Course 
materials 

19/08/12 T&L4 
cover page 

‘Which aspect(s) of your assignment would you specifically like 
feedback on?’ 

2 Learner: 
Paul 

19/08/12 T&L4 
cover page 

I adapted this feedback form from the one I currently use, in itself an 
amalgamation of multiple ones I’d seen before. I’d like any tips on 
how it can be improved before I start using it in teaching sessions.  

3 Tutor: 
Julie 

04/09/12 T&L4 
cover page 

The best way to evaluate the tool itself is to use it as you have here 
(as the observer) and also as the teacher. In this exercise you have 
been asked to use it to think about ways you could improve your own 
lectures. Do you think the exercise fulfilled its remit? If using it to 
evaluate a student’s presentation skills make sure it reflects the 
objectives (e.g. if asking questions is one of the criteria, you would 
need to include how effectively questions were handled, if keeping to 
time was a criteria adding a start and end time would be useful). A 
careful balance needs to be made between ease of use and usefulness. 

4 Course 
materials 

 Feedback 
journal 

‘What actions, if any, will you take in response to the feedback 
process?’ 

5 Paul Date not-
documen
ted 

Feedback 
journal 

I've taken another look at the form and will refine it a little. I'd 
previously used different models with a 3 & 7 point scales but they 
were either too simplistic or, in case of the latter, had a lot of 
ambiguity.  

6 Julie Date not-
documen
ted 

Feedback 
Journal 

Hi Paul, I like your reflections. Remember, this tool is for you to use 
yourself so does not need the rigour of e.g. a student evaluation form. 
Julie 

 
 
 


