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In search of learning-focused feedback practices: a linguistic analysis of 

higher education feedback policy 

Feedback can have one of the biggest positive influences on higher education (HE) learners. 

Despite this, teachers and students consistently report being dissatisfied with feedback. In 

response, there has been a theoretical shift in how feedback is conceptualised and discussed 

within the research literature. Older transmission-focused models have evolved into more 

learning-focused approaches. However, the extent to which HE feedback policy, and subsequent 

practice, embrace such current thinking is unclear. This research adopted a corpus linguistics 

approach to analyse how the term ‘feedback’ was used within 50 UK HE institutions’ feedback 

policy texts. Specifically, Sketch Engine was used to analyse ‘feedback’ collocation frequencies. 

To investigate differences between research-intensive (Russell Group) and teaching-focused 

(non-Russell Group) universities, separate corpora were also compiled and compared. 

Quantitative results showed that the most frequent feedback collocations related to outdated 

transmission-focused feedback practices. However, qualitative deductive thematic analysis found 

that many feedback policies did in fact present learning-focused feedback practices despite using 

transmission-focused language. Furthermore, feedback appears to mean different things to 

different HE institutions which could lead to confusion for teachers and students. The research 

concludes by presenting key practical implications for practitioners involved in feedback policy 

design and enactment to improve practice. 

Keywords: corpus linguistics; feedback information; feedback literacy; feedback policy; 

feedback processes 

Introduction  

When it comes to student success in higher education (HE), feedback has the potential to be one 

of the biggest influencers (Hattie and Timperley 2007). Despite this, research has shown that 
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teachers are dissatisfied with the amount of time taken up by feedback and the little obvious 

impact it has upon their learners (Price et al. 2010, 2011). Furthermore, national student 

satisfaction survey data in The UK, Australia, and Hong Kong suggests that HE feedback 

practices are not living up to their potential (Winstone and Carless 2020, 5). For instance, Boud 

and Molloy (2013) note how feedback and assessment have consistently been the features that 

graduates are least satisfied with during their university experience. Although this should 

certainly raise the alarm for those interested in improving HE feedback practices, such sweeping 

statements require further scrutiny. In fact, as Boud (2022) argues, the fact that such large scale 

evaluative tools combine feedback and assessment into one category and only ask one 

transmission-focused quantitative question is flawed. Can feedback not exist independently from 

assessment? Is feedback only ‘received’, not created or used? Herein lies a potential problem; do 

macro HE evaluators, such as The Office for Students, fully understand the concepts they are 

evaluating and are such evaluations actually designed to implement positive change? Surely, 

more qualitative data elicitation techniques should be utilised and disseminated to determine 

what aspects of feedback students are (dis)satisfied with and why. For example, results from 

internal HE evaluation tools such as module questionnaires and staff-student committee meetings 

should be more widely reported and solutions shared.  

In acknowledgement of current HE feedback challenges, there has been a theoretical shift 

in how feedback is viewed within the research literature. In order to better understand this 

reconceptualisation, it is first worth exploring how feedback has been defined within the 

literature. In the examples that follow, a developmental pattern is clearly evident. Firstly, Narciss 

(2008) defines feedback as “all post-response information that is provided to a learner to inform 

the learner on his or her actual state of learning or performance (127).” Secondly, in their widely-
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cited article, Hattie and Timperley (2007, 81) define feedback as “information provided by an 

agent (e.g., teacher, peer, book, parent, self, experience) regarding aspects of one’s performance 

or understanding.” Finally, Carless and Boud (2018) define feedback as “a process through 

which learners make sense of information from various sources and use it to enhance their work 

or learning strategies” (1315). These definitions demonstrate how the learner has evolved from  a 

passive recipient of information and a source of that information, to an agentic co-creator and 

user of such information.  

This more recent emphasis on learner agency and learners’ actual use of feedback is 

central to what Winstone & Carless (2020) term ‘new paradigm’ learning-focused feedback 

practices. Such current practices and understandings are in conflict with ‘old paradigm’ 

transmission-focused feedback practices. Therefore, how feedback is defined and discussed is 

important. To emphasise this, Winstone, Boud, Dawson and Heron (2022) warn that continuing 

to use outdated definitions reinforces the use of outdated practice. For instance, despite 

numerous citations, Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) previously mentioned definition of feedback 

clearly focuses on information transmission. If practitioners are referring to the feedback 

research literature for guidance and coming across contradictory and outdated definitions of 

feedback, this is likely to promote contradictory and outdated practice.  

A key element of current ‘new-paradigm’ feedback practices and a common theme within 

the recent feedback research literature is feedback literacy. One benefit for improving 

understanding and subsequent practice is that feedback literacy can be viewed from both 

students’ and teachers’ perspectives. Carless and Boud (2018) define student feedback literacy as 

“the understandings, capacities and dispositions needed to make sense of information and use it 

to enhance work or learning strategies.” This definition aligns well with ‘new-paradigm’ 
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learning-focused feedback as students require “an understanding of what feedback is and how it 

can be managed effectively; capacities and dispositions to make productive use of feedback; and 

appreciation of the roles of teachers and themselves in these processes” (1316). Carless and 

Winstone (2020, 4) define teacher feedback literacy as “the knowledge, expertise and 

dispositions to design feedback processes in ways which enable student uptake of feedback and 

seed the development of student feedback literacy.” This second definition also aligns well with 

a learning-focused feedback approach as although the focus is on teachers, it is directed towards 

how teachers can develop their students’ feedback literacy. In conclusion, student and teacher 

feedback literacy should be developed in order for feedback to work both relationally and co-

constructively. 

To systematically investigate exactly how feedback has been discussed and 

operationalised within the feedback research literature, Winstone et al. (2022) performed a 

linguistic analysis of key feedback journal articles over a ten year period (2009-2019). Although 

they found transmission-focused conceptions dominated the feedback literature, they concluded 

that recent publications included more learning-focused representations. They report how 

feedback means different things to different researchers, which may help explain the confusion 

caused by HE feedback inconsistencies (Wilder-Davis et al. 2021) and the widely-reported 

incongruity between students’ and teachers’ feedback beliefs (Adcroft 2011; Carless 2006; 

Dawson et al. 2019).  

In their research, Winstone et al. (2022) argue that analysing the kinds of language 

associated with feedback within the research literature can prove most insightful, stating “the 

language used to describe a concept or practice has the power to shape policy and practice” (p. 

214). However, only focusing on research articles significantly limits the users and readers of 
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such language. For instance, those writing and reading feedback-related research articles likely 

have an interest in the area and have an advanced level of feedback knowledge unrepresentative 

of the everyday HE practitioner. Instead, I would argue that the language used to describe a 

concept or practice within policy has even greater potential to shape practice. 

Therefore, this research will follow up on Winstone et al.’s (2002) linguistic analysis of 

feedback research literature by focusing on the language used within HE feedback policy texts. 

The major justification for this is because university policy is designed for, accessible to and, 

ideally, used by a wider range of HE practitioners than the feedback research literature. As such, 

the use of language associated with feedback within HE feedback policy is arguably more 

representative of how feedback is conceptualised and actually used within HE. However, as 

Braun, Maguire and Ball (2010: 436) rightly point out, policy ‘enactment’ suggests a complex 

process requiring translation and interpretation of policy text, rather than mere policy 

implementation. Finally, as the Russell Group forms a collective of 24 self-proclaimed “world-

class, research-intensive” UK universities (Russell Group 2022), this research aims to investigate 

if the feedback policies of these universities are more research-informed, and therefore, more 

learning-focused, than non-Russell Group universities. Specifically, the research questions 

addressed in this study are: How is the term ‘feedback’ represented in UK HE institutions’ 

feedback policy? (RQ1), and is there a difference in how the term ‘feedback’ is represented in 

HE feedback policy of Russell Group and non-Russell Group universities (RQ2)? 

Methodology  

Sampling and corpora development 

This research adopted a corpus linguistics approach to analyse UK HE feedback policy texts. 

Corpora provide authentic examples of written and spoken utterances in context that can be 
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automatically searched to identify linguistic patterns. As such, corpus analysis techniques have 

been successfully used in language teaching (Scott and Tribble 2006), English for Academic 

Purposes academic word list development (Martinez, Beck and Panza 2009), and discourse 

analysis (Flowerdew 2015) to better understand how language is used within and across 

disciplines, genres, registers, and contexts. As language structures the world and creates 

meaning, corpus linguistic analysis is an appropriate method for analysing the social world 

including policy. Therefore, a corpus analysis approach was deemed appropriate as it was 

patterns of usage surrounding the term ‘feedback’ that were being explored within UK HE 

feedback policies.  

The specific methodology adopted for this research took inspiration from Winstone at 

al.’s (2022) study. A corpus of fifty UK HE institutional feedback policies (most often combined 

assessment and feedback policies) was compiled from a range of UK universities comprising 

274,655 words (319,387 tokens1). To generally represent both research-intensive and more 

teaching-focused universities, 12 Russell Group (research-focused) and 38 non-Russell Group 

(teaching-focused) universities were sampled and two separate corpora compiled to compare 

policy from these two groups. The non-Russell Group corpus (n=38) comprised 169,466 words 

(198,011 tokens) and the Russell Group corpus (n=12) comprised 105,209 words (121,376 

tokens). The corpus was specialised as, like Winstone et al.’s (2022), it compiled texts from the 

same genre, being used for one specific purpose. Furthermore, the compiler was also the analyst 

and was familiar with the context. Additionally, criteria put forward by Martinez et al. (2009) 

and Winstone et al. (2022) were followed as representativeness and specificity of the corpus 

 
1 The smallest unit that a corpus consists of including: word forms, punctuation, digits, abbreviations 
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were carefully considered, whole documents were used, and all policy texts were readily 

availability in electronic form.  

Quantitative data analysis  

The leading corpus software Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff et al. 2014) was used to compile and 

quantitatively analyse the corpora. To demonstrate its utility, Sketch Engine has been used to 

teach advanced university English language students and is the focus of an English language 

textbook (Thomas 2014), and has been used to analyse synonymous verb usage within the 

British National Corpus (Hu and Yang 2015). Of relevance to the current study, Winstone et al. 

(2022) utilised Sketch Engine to analyse how the term ‘feedback’ was used within feedback-

related research articles. After searching for the keyword ‘feedback’, the ‘Word Sketch’ feature 

provides an automated analysis of key collocations, organised by frequency, within different 

grammatical relationships. For comparative purposes across different sized corpora, Sketch 

Engine also provides distributed proportion data (percent of whole corpus) for each collocation 

(raw frequency ÷ corpus size in number of tokens X 100).  

The quantitative analysis focused on grammatical and collocational patterns associated 

with the term ‘feedback’. Following the analytical method adopted by Winstone et al. (2022), 

this research also focused on three key areas: a) What is feedback?; b) Who is involved in 

feedback?; and c) What matters in feedback? Replicating Winstone et al.’s (2022) methodology, 

for the first question, noun modifiers of the search term ‘feedback’ (e.g. written v. constructive), 

and nouns modified by ‘feedback’ (e.g. form v. opportunity) were analysed. To address the 

second question, verbs with ‘feedback’ as the object were analysed and grouped into three 

categories: a) transmission-focused verbs indicating the actions of teachers (provide; give; write; 

deliver; make; offer; produce); b) transmission-focused verbs indicating passive actions of 
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students (receive; read; get; collect; access); and c) learning-focused verbs signalling students 

taking an agentic role in feedback processes (use; interpret; apply; utilise; seek; understand; 

request). Finally, for the third question, grammatical relations (prepositions) representing an 

action or concept on or with ‘feedback’ were analysed according to whether they represented 

more of a transmission (e.g. provide feedback on) or learning-focused (e.g. engage with 

feedback) model of feedback. Raw frequency data that, unlike Winstone et al.’s (2022) research, 

are provided in parentheses for replication and comparison with other corpora, were converted to 

normalised proportions (%). Comparisons were then made between collocate frequencies of 

Russell Group and non-Russell Group policies using log likelihood analyses (Rayson, 2016) (see 

Table 1). 

Qualitative data analysis  

Although a largely quantitative, automated and precise method, corpus analysis still 

requires a level of interpretive qualitative analysis with regards to context and determining 

appropriacy for inclusion in the final data set. Therefore, corpus results, by way of Key Word in 

Context (KWIC) concordance lines with the search term “feedback”, were all interpreted 

qualitatively rather than simply using automated quantitative results in order to better interpret 

the intended meaning behind the language used. Additionally, to analyse meaning beyond 

isolated sentence-level chunks of language, a more thorough, in-depth qualitative analysis was 

conducted. Specifically, as Nieminen and Carless (2022) recently argued for more deductive 

qualitative analysis within feedback research, a deductive thematic analysis was performed on 

the policy texts following Braun and Clarke’s approach (2006). Separate thematic analyses were 

conducted for Russel Group and non-Russel Group feedback policy corpora to construct and 

present key themes. Following Nieminen and Carless’ (2022) recommendation, insights from 
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previously published feedback literacy frameworks were used as each feedback policy text was 

carefully read and individually coded using Nvivo 12 Pro. This qualitative analysis develops 

upon Winstone et al.’s (2022) research that did not include thematic analysis due to the large size 

of their corpora. 
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Table 1. Linguistic Indicators. 

 

Question Grammatical relations Indicators Illustrative example taken from UK HE feedback policy text 

What is 

feedback? 

Modifiers of ‘feedback’ Effective …Effective feedback is crucial to improving student performance… 

  Formative … assessment for learning relates to providing formative feedback on 

performance which will aid further learning assessment.. 
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  Written …feedback sheets evidencing comprehensive and appropriate written 

feedback to students on assessed work… 

  Generic …It is also possible to provide generic feedback to students in ways that 

help them to improve their individual performance… 

  Timely …Timely Feedback should be returned as quickly as possible to 

students… 

  Individual  

  Constructive  

  Developmental  

  Peer  

 Nouns Modified by 

‘feedback’ 

Practices …work in partnership with students to bring about enhancement in

 feedback practices and procedures… 

  Strategy …All courses must have a clear feedback strategy that includes both 

formative and summative feedback… 

  Form/Sheet 

 

…through comments in-text, within the feedback form or by identifying 

achievement level via the rubric… 
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  Process …encourage further dialogue with students as part of the feedback 

process… 

  Opportunity …Students and staff should be aware that feedback opportunities exist on 

a day-to-day basis, as part of the learning process… 

  Mechanism Transparent information on the type of assessment feedback mechanisms 

operating in a Department should be provided to staff and students… 

Who is 

involved in 

feedback? 

Verbs modifying 

‘feedback’ 

Teacher 

Actions 

 

Provide 

Give 

Return 

 

…Academic staff will provide feedback aligned to assessment criteria to 

support learning and progression… 

 

…The type of feedback given will be informed by the nature and purpose 

of the assessment… 

 

…The policy ensures that feedback is returned within the expected 

deadlines… 
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  Passive 

Student 

Actions 

 

Receive 

 

…Students receive feedback on their level of achievement in each unit 

studied during an academic year… 

  Agentic 

Student 

Actions 

 

Use 

Understand 

Discuss 

Apply 

…Encouraging the application of feedback by asking students to use 

their feedback to improve their later assignments… 

 

…A student needs to understand feedback; it should be clear and 

unambiguous… 

 

… the opportunity must be provided for students to be able to discuss 

feedback on their work… 
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… Teaching students how to interpret, reflect upon, and apply 

feedback… 

What 

matters in 

feedback? 

“X” on feedback action …Students should be encouraged to act on feedback  from staff and peers 

by applying feedback both within and across courses… 

  Reflection … revised version of the same task for re-assessment to enable reflection 

on feedback to revise their original work… 

  Draw …students are required to draw directly on the feedback on one 

assignment to inform their completion of a subsequent exercise… 

 “X” with feedback Engage …students are encouraged to engage with their feedback in ways that 

result in improvements in their satisfaction and their performance...  

  Provide …Students should be provided with adequate feedback in order to 

facilitate improvement, and should not have to request it… 
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Table 2.Three most frequent collocations for each linguistic category* 

 

  Linguistic category 

  

 

Rank 

Modifiers of the term 

‘feedback’ 

Nouns modified by the 

term ‘feedback’ 

Verbs with ‘feedback’ 

as the object 

Whole corpus (n=50) 1 Effective (35) Practice (39) Provide (225) 

 2 Formative (32) Form/Sheet (23) Receive (92) 

 3 Written (30) Strategy (20) Give (48) 

Non Russel Group (n=38) 1 Effective (30) Practice (31) Provide (129) 
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 2 Written (25) Strategy (18) Receive (63) 

 3 Generic (21) Opportunity (15) Give (33) 

Russel Group (n=12) 1 Formative (18) Sheet/form (9) Provide (78) 

 2 Useful (6) Practice (8) Receive (29) 

 3 Generic (6) Mechanism (3) Give (15) 

*Raw frequency provided in parentheses 
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Table 3. Comparative analysis 

    Russell Group Non Russell Group  

Area of 

focus 

Linguistic 

domain 

Paradigm Linguistic 

signifiers 

Normalised 

proportion (%) 

Normalised 

proportion (%) 

Log 

likelihooda  

 

What is 

feedback? 

 

Modifiers of 

‘feedback’ 

 

Transmission-

focused 

 

 

Written 

 

 

(5) 0.004 

 

 

(30) 0.015 

 

 

9.65** 

   Generic (6) 0.005 (21) 0.011 3.09 

  Learning-focused Formative (10) 0.008 (22) 0.011 0.64 

   Effective (5) 0.004 (30) 0.015 9.65** 

   Individual (5) 0.004 (19) 0.01 3.28 
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   Constructive (3) 0.003 (14) 0.007 3.35 

   Developmental NA (14) 0.007 13.39** 

   Peer (5) 0.004 (6) 0.003 0.25 

 Nouns 

Modified by 

‘feedback’  

Transmission-

focused 

Form/Sheet 

Information 

Comment 

(9) 0.007 

NA 

NA 

(14) 0.007 

(9) 0.005 

(8) 0.004 

0.01 

8.61** 

7.65** 

  Learning-focused Practices (8) 0.007 (31) 0.016 5.54* 

   Strategy 

Process 

NA 

NA 

(18) 0.009 

(21) 0.011 

17.21** 

20.08** 

   Opportunity NA (15) 0.008 14.43 

   Mechanism 

Dialogue 

(3) 0.003 

NA 

(10) 0.005 

(4) 0.002 

1.32 

3.82 

Who is 

involved in 

feedback? 

 

Verbs with 

‘feedback’ as 

the object 

Transmission-

focused 

Teacher 

Actions 

Provide 

Give 

 

 

(78) 0.064 

(15) 0.012 

 

 

(129) 0.065 

(33) 0.017 
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Return 

Write 

Release 

Deliver 

Make 

Total 

NA 

(3) 0.003 

NA 

NA 

NA 

(96) 0.08 

(7) 0.004 

(7) 0.004 

(6) 0.003 

(4) 0.002 

(5) 0.003 

(191) 0.096 

 

 

 

 

 

2.57 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Learning-focused 

 

Passive 

Student 

Actions 

Receive 

Obtain 

Collect 

Total 

Agentic 

Student 

Actions 

 

 

 

(29) 0.024 

NA 

NA 

(29) 0.021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(63) 0.032 

(5) 0.003 

(4) 0.002 

(72) 0.036 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.85* 
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Use 

Discuss 

Review 

Understand 

Apply 

Analyse 

Total 

(3) 0.003 

NA 

(7) 0.006 

(5) 0.004 

(4) 0.003 

(3) 0.003 

(22) 0.018 

(18) 0.009 

(8) 0.004 

NA 

(4) 0.002 

(4) 0.002 

NA 

(34) 0.017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0.04 

What 

matters in 

feedback? 

“X” with/on 

feedback 

Transmission-

focused 

Provide 

Satisfy 

Mark 

Total 

(2) 0.002 

NA 

NA 

(2) 0.002 

(4) 0.002 

(1) 0.001 

(1) 0.001 

(6) 0.003 

 

 

 

0.61 

  Learning-focused Engage 

Action  

Reflection 

Work 

Clarification 

(6) 0.005 

NA 

(1) 0.0008 

(1) 0.0008 

NA 

(19) 0.01 

(10) 0.005 

(7) 0.004 

(2) 0.001 

(1) 0.001 
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Draw 

Total 

NA 

(8) 0.007 

(1) 0.001 

(40) 0.02 

 

10.47** 

a Log likelihood; *p <.05; **p<.01
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Results and discussion 

Quantitative results will first be discussed before providing a more holistic qualitative discussion 

of UK He feedback policies using several policy texts for exemplification. The results will then 

be used to put forward several key implications. 

Choose your words carefully: Quantitative corpus analysis  

In total, the term ‘feedback’ was represented within the whole corpus of 50 UK HE feedback 

policies 3,047 times (0.95% of the corpus). In comparison, the term ‘feedback’ was represented 

within the Russell Group corpus of 12 UK HE feedback policies 780 times (0.64% of the corpus) 

and the non-Russell Group corpus of 38 UK HE feedback policies 2,267 times (1.1% of the 

corpus). Based on a log-likelihood calculation, the increased frequency of the term ‘feedback’ 

within non-Russell Group university feedback policy was statistically significant (p < 0.01). As 

most policies combined assessment and feedback, this statistically significant difference may 

suggest that policies place more emphasis on feedback within teaching-focused universities and 

on assessment within research-focused universities. Table 2 shows the three most frequent 

‘feedback’ collocations for each grammatical category for the whole corpus, Russell Group 

corpus, and non-Russell Group corpus. Furthermore, Table 3 shows comparative frequencies of 

key grammatical “feedback” collocations between Russell Group and non-Russell Group 

university feedback policies with log-likelihood calculations. 

As the sampled HE feedback policies are intended to inform HE academic staff of ways 

to adhere to university standards in their feedback practice, it makes sense to first analyse how 

actions associated with feedback are presented in such policies. In this respect, feedback is 

mostly being represented in a transmission-focused way. For example, as Table 2 shows, the 

most frequent verbs with ‘feedback’ as the object were ‘provide’, ‘receive’, and ‘give’. This was 
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the same for the whole UK HE feedback policy corpus, Russell Group corpus, and non-Russell 

Group corpus. In fact, by way of a log likelihood analysis, the frequency of the verb ‘provide’ 

was statistically higher than ‘receive’ (p < 0.01) and ‘give’ (p < 0.01) in the whole UK HE 

feedback policy corpus demonstrating its dominance within the sampled policy texts. Such 

outdated representations, as the following policy excerpts show, treat feedback as an object that 

is transmitted from teachers to students: 

‘…it is important that the feedback provided is useful and good quality.’ (Policy #2) 

‘Students should expect to receive feedback within one calendar month of the deadline for 

submission’ (Policy #44) 

‘You are therefore encouraged to see “giving feedback” as one of the most important things 

that you can do for your students.’ (Policy #10) 

Such representations of feedback do not align with current thinking around new paradigm 

learning-focused feedback practices (Winstone and Carless 2020) and the central agentic role 

that students should take in the feedback process. Furthermore, such statements focus on rules 

and the technicality of the feedback process as opposed to what meaningful feedback actually is. 

In a further example, one policy states that second markers should ‘review and confirm that the 

feedback provided is informative to students.’(Policy # 5). Such a statement is extremely teacher-

centric and implies that the second marker has the ability to judge how useful feedback is for 

learners. This is flawed and undermines the relational and dialogic processes associated with 

social constructivist views of feedback (Winstone and Carless 2020; Yang & Carless 2013) and 

current teacher feedback literacy competences (Boud and Dawson 2020; Carless and Winstone 

2020). For instance, second markers may not know the student who has completed the 

assignment and would therefore be unaware of their particular learning needs and potential for 
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feedback personalisation, which is an important part of the feedback process (Winstone et al. 

2017; Pitt and Norton 2017).  

 When comparing Russell Group and non-Russell Group university feedback policy, both 

groups had more transmission-focused verbs relating to teacher actions (provide, give, return, 

write) and passive student actions (receive, obtain, collect) than agentic student actions (use, 

discuss, review, understand, apply). Of note is the fact that, based on a log-likelihood calculation, 

the non-Russell Group corpus had a statistically higher frequency of verbs related to passive 

student actions (p < 0.05). However, when analysing prepositional relationships between the 

term “feedback’ and prepositions “with/on” the non-Russell Group corpus had a statistically 

higher frequency (p < 0.01) of learning-focused collocations (engage with, action on, reflection 

on, work on). For example, feedback policy #11 states that ‘[t]utors should use feed-forward in 

order that students are encouraged to engage with their feedback in ways that result in 

improvements….’ Furthermore, feedback policy #45 adopts a flexible process of continuous 

assessment that is designed to ‘provide students the opportunity to act directly on initial 

feedback to improve….’ Such conflicting results, coupled with the fact that there were few 

statistically significant differences between corpora would suggest that there is no obvious 

difference between how Russell Group and non-Russell Group universities conceptualise and 

represent feedback within policy.   

When it comes to modifiers of ‘feedback’ and nouns modified by ‘feedback’, the results 

showed a mixture of transmission-focused and learning-focused representations. For instance, 

the most frequent noun modified by ‘feedback’ was ‘practice’. This demonstrates that feedback 

is frequently being understood and communicated as a practice rather than a product which 

aligns with ‘new-paradigm’ learning-focused feedback approaches (Winstone and Carless 2020). 
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For example, feedback policy # 8 states that ‘…research and good practice should inform the 

development of assessment and feedback practices.’ I now move to discuss the qualitative 

analysis of sampled UK HE feedback policy. 

It’s not what you say, it’s how you say it: Qualitative analysis 

In contrast to the quantitative corpus analysis results, a wider qualitative thematic analysis found 

that, despite frequently using transmission-focused language to describe feedback, the sampled 

UK HE feedback policies were often learning-focused in nature. Furthermore, there was no 

obvious difference observed between Russell Group and non-Russell Group feedback policies. 

Results also support the findings of Wilder-Davies et al. (2021) as different universities 

recommend a range of different feedback practices. Table 4 summarises the wide range of 

learning-focused and transmission-focused feedback themes that were constructed based on the 

deductive thematic analysis. In summary, the sampled UK HE institution feedback policies 

focused heavily on student improvement, ensuring feedback is timely, linking feedback to clear 

guidelines, using a range of feedback sources/formats, setting clear feedback expectations, and 

engaging in feedback dialogue. The results also emphasise the importance of supplementing 

quantitative linguistic corpus analysis with qualitative interpretations of how language is actually 

being used in context as recommended by Winstone et al. (2022). Specific excerpts of learning-

focused and transmission-focused HE feedback policy text will now be presented to demonstrate 

this. 
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Table 4. Key feedback themes observed within UK HE feedback policy 

Russell Group Feedback Policy*   

Learning-focused Transmission-focused Neutral focus 

Facilitate improvement (13) Justify grade (5) Policy uses outside 

Set clear expectations (9) Student satisfaction Feedback sources (4) 

Timely (10) survey (2)  

Dialogue (10) Written comments only (1)  

Linked to clear criteria (8)   

Self-evaluation (9)   

Feedback from various sources (7)   

Peer feedback (6)   

Clear and legible (5) 

Use of exemplars (4) 

  

Reflection (4) 

Feedback principles (4) 

  

   

Non-Russell Group Feedback Policy   

Learning-focused Transmission-focused Neutral focus 

Facilitate improvement (34) Justify grade (10) Define feedback (15) 

Timely (35) Provide comments (3) Policy uses outside 

Linked to clear criteria (20) Avoid appeals (1) Feedback sources (13) 

Feedback from various sources (18) External examiners (1)  

Set clear expectations (17) Student satisfaction  
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Dialogue (15) survey (1)  

Reflection (12) Written comments only (1)  

Standardise feedback practices (11)   

Clear and legible (10)   

Encouraging/Motivating (8)   

Peer feedback (7)   

Self-assessment (6)   

Meaningful feedback (6)   

Make feedback accessible (6)   

*Number of feedback policy texts represented in parentheses 

Learning-focused feedback policy 

Despite the most frequent collocations presenting feedback as information transmission, 

many feedback policies did adopt a learning-focused approach to feedback (Winstone and 

Carless 2020), although quantitative analysis may not have revealed this. For example, despite 

using the information transmission-focused verbs ‘give’ and ‘receive’ as objects of ‘feedback’, 

policy #40 does so to promote peer feedback and students taking action.  

‘Students’ engagement with feedback thrives when they experience it in a wide range of forms 

and settings, while gaining practice in acting upon and giving feedback (eg in peer assessments) 

as well as receiving it.’ (Policy #40) 

Feedback policy document #40 closely aligns with current research-informed learning-

focused feedback practices. Firstly, for context, it is 39 pages long, is titled a code of practice as 

opposed to a policy, mentions the term ‘feedback’ 120 times, provides several practical feedback 

tools as appendices, and concludes with a useful reference list of excellent follow-up feedback 
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research and resources. Furthermore, it states that ‘[f]eedback is a two-way process’ that ‘thrives 

on interaction and dialogue between students and their teachers, and where there is a sense of 

belonging to a vibrant community of learners.’ It goes on to explain that ‘feedback can only work 

well when it is a joint and shared responsibility’ before listing specific student and teacher 

responsibilities in the process. This demonstrates an awareness of student (Carless and Boud 

2018) and teacher feedback literacy (Boud and Dawson 2021; Carless and Winstone 2020) as it 

places students at the center of the feedback process and emphasises their agentic role. 

Furthermore, actually specifying teacher and student roles in the feedback process could alleviate 

problems caused by inconsistent university feedback practices (Wilder-Davis et al. 2021) and 

students’ and teachers’ conflicting feedback beliefs (Adcroft 2011; Carless 2006; Dawson et al. 

2019). 

A further positive example was feedback policy #37, which is practically organised 

around six key guiding assessment principles. These principles are each followed by a series of 

bullet points outlining key practical implications for HE practitioners. Presenting policy in this 

way makes it much easier to transfer to practice. For example, as clear and specific actions are 

listed, there is less need for translation and interpretation in the enactment phase (Braun et al. 

2010), reducing the chance of misinterpretation. In relation to feedback, policy #37 provides the 

following guiding principle: 

‘Appropriate and timely feedback should be provided to students on assessed work in a way that 

promotes learning and facilitates improvement but does not increase the burden of assessment.’ 

Although this principle still uses the most frequently observed transmission-focused verb 

‘provide’, it does so while focusing on promoting learning and improvement, key features of 
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student feedback literacy (Carless and Boud 2018), and on not increasing assessment burden, a 

key feature of Carless and Winstone’s (2020) pragmatic dimension of teacher feedback literacy.  

Transmission-focused feedback policy 

In contrast, there were several feedback policies that failed to promote learning-focused 

feedback practices and did not align with the competencies feedback literate teachers 

demonstrate (Boud and Dawson 2021). For example, feedback policy document #9 is 16 pages 

long, consisting of 4,961 words and 74 individual numbered points. However, this policy text 

only affords half a page, 235 words, and eight individual points for a section on ‘feedback to 

students’. Furthermore, the feedback policy text is overly teacher-centric, lacks alignment with 

current feedback practices, and implies that the purpose of feedback is to justify grades awarded, 

which according to Boud and Dawson (2021) is something feedback literate teachers should 

avoid: 

‘Feedback should: Support the judgement of the marker and the mark awarded’ 

In another poor example, policy document #30 is only five pages long and only mentions 

the term ‘feedback’ eight times. Although this policy is actually written with students as the 

intended audience and states teacher and student expectations in the assessment process, 

including feed-in, feed forward, and feedback, it fails to actually define these terms for students 

and could therefore, cause confusion. A further issue with this policy is that it is dated 2021-

2025, yet as Winstone et al.’s (2022) research shows, feedback conceptualisations and practices, 

as presented within the research literature, are fluid and evolving. This seems short-sighted, too 

rigid, and portrays the institution as unwilling to adapt to changing research-informed trends.  

Additionally, this policy states that it applies to all university students at all sites of 

delivery (both in the UK and at international partnerships). This in itself goes against the fact that 
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feedback literate teachers should be sensitive to the individual needs of their students and 

personalise their feedback practices accordingly (Winstone et al. 2017; Pitt and Norton 2017). 

Such a policy seems to lack awareness of and empathy for the challenges students face when 

studying within English as a medium of instruction (EMI) contexts in a foreign language (Hu 

and Lei 2014; Kirkpatrick 2017). Furthermore, Ou and Gu (2021) highlight within Sino-foreign 

HE contexts, that often adopt or contextualise HE policy from the overseas parent university, 

students must transition to completely new educational, social, and linguistic environments. This 

lack of feedback contextualisation for transnational education contexts could be perceived as 

culturally inappropriate pedagogy (Nguyen, Terlouw, and Pilot 2006) or worse as pedagogical 

colonialism (Samacá 2021) and is perhaps worthy of further discussion. 

What was noticeable from the holistic qualitative analysis of UK HE feedback policy 

texts was the variety of different approaches taken by universities in terms of the policy length, 

the integration (or separation) of assessment and feedback policy, the level of detail and attention 

actually paid (or not paid) to feedback, and crucially the orientation towards outdated 

transmission-focused or current learning-focused feedback practices. If feedback policy is to be 

taken as a snapshot of HE feedback practice, then given such mixed messages, it is no wonder 

universities lack consistent feedback practices (Wilder-Davis et al. 2021) and that students and 

teachers hold incongruent views of feedback that are causing challenges (Adcroft 2011; Carless 

2006; Dawson et al. 2019). Based on the results, a series of key implications will now be 

presented to inform feedback policymakers and policy users of how to better align policy with 

current learning-focused feedback practices. 

Implications 

Current feedback perspectives 
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Policymakers should consult the extensive feedback literature to ensure policy is promoting 

research-informed practice and collaborate with HE feedback researchers to seek and use 

feedback on how the term ‘feedback’ is being represented and the potential implications. It is 

unclear from the sampled policy texts if they were top-down (i.e. written by administrators) or 

bottom-up (i.e. written by practitioners) (Taylor, Rizvi, Lingard and Henry 1997). Finally, HE 

practitioners, researchers, teachers, and policymakers should all make a conscious effort to raise 

their own awareness of how the language used to describe feedback impacts how it is 

conceptualised and ultimately used in practice. A push towards more standardised learning-

focused language to describe feedback would be beneficial. 

Shared understandings 

Currently, UK HE feedback policy is lacking consensus and shared understandings of what 

feedback actually is, feedback’s potential to enhance learning, and how to embed student 

feedback literacy within assessment and feedback design. Such poor and conflicting 

understandings within policy will ultimately lead to poor practice and a continuing cycle of 

dissatisfied students (Boud and Molloy 2013; Winstone and Carless 2020), frustrated teachers 

(Price et al. 2010: 2011), and inconsistent practice across programmes (Wilder-Davis et al. 

2021). 

Separate assessment and feedback policy 

The fact that many feedback policies are integrated (and often lost) within assessment policy is 

flawed. Feedback can and should exist independently from assessment (Boud 2022), and 

combining assessment with feedback policy undermines the powerful role feedback can play in 

learning (Hattie and Timperley 2007). Separating feedback from assessment policy would help 

differentiate one from the other, would highlight the importance of feedback as an essential 
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academic practice, and would allow for feedback to be better understood by students and HE 

practitioners.  

Appropriate feedback policy models 

Policymakers should take inspiration from the excellent open resource feedback policy texts (e.g. 

policy texts #40, and #37 discussed above) to ensure that feedback policies are learning-focused 

and written in a practical way to facilitate the smooth transfer of policy to practice. For example, 

stating feedback principles and suggesting practical techniques of how policy users can 

implement learning-focused feedback practices would be a useful strategy to reduce the amount 

of translation and interpretation required (Braun et al. 2010). Furthermore, providing practical 

feedback tools as appendices and pointing practitioners towards follow-up feedback research 

literature within policy is highly recommended. 

Contextualise feedback policy 

To avoid pedagogical colonialism (Samacá 2021) and to ensure feedback practices are culturally 

appropriate (Nguyen et al. 2006), more consideration and contextualisation of feedback policy is 

required for transnational education. Rather than adopting one blanket UK-based feedback policy 

for all international partnerships, policies should be contextualised with the specific context of 

international partner sites in mind. This should include specific feedback policy for EMI contexts 

where learners face additional challenges (Hu and Lei 2014; Kirkpatrcik 2017; Ou and Gu 2021). 

Limitations  

Analysing feedback policy does not actually represent how feedback is discussed on a day-to-

day basis by HE practitioners or students, the actual users of feedback, and potentially the most 

important stakeholders. However, it does show how policymakers use the term, which indicates 

how universities want feedback to be practiced. Furthermore, the sampled feedback policies were 
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all from UK universities, which does not provide insight into how universities in other countries 

and contexts are framing feedback within HE policy. Exploring feedback policy within other 

contexts could prove an insightful line of follow-up research. 

Additionally, although this research has used transmission and learning-focused modes of 

feedback as the lens through which to interpret policy, this is not a dichotomy. It should be 

acknowledged, as was done by Winstone et al. (2022), that as feedback research develops, so do 

the theoretical perspectives put forward, such as sociomaterial (Gravett 2020) and sociocultural 

(Chong 2020) perspectives. Ongoing corpus analysis of feedback policy will help determine the 

extent to which new research-informed perspectives are being incorporated. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this research used corpus analysis to investigate how the term ‘feedback’ 

was represented within UK HE feedback policy. Quantitative results showed that UK HE 

feedback policy is most frequently presenting feedback in ways that reflect outdated 

transmission-focused perspectives. However, when language was analysed in context, qualitative 

results showed that many elements of UK HE feedback policy were in fact learning-focused in 

orientation. Furthermore, feedback is represented in varied and often conflicting ways within HE 

policy, which suggests that feedback means different things within different university contexts. 

However, no significant difference was found between Russell Group and Non-Russell Group 

universities. This research has also strengthened the argument for supplementing quantitative 

corpus analysis with qualitative interpretative analysis to avoid potential misrepresentation. The 

results support Winstone et al.’s (2022) argument that more alignment and concurrent thinking is 

required about feedback to promote improved practice and understanding. Finally, this research 
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raises important questions about the kinds of language HE policymakers and practitioners should 

use when discussing feedback and their potential implications for practice. 
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