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Abstract 

This study reports on children’s perceptions of next-step marking in a Year 

3 class in an inner-London Primary school. The study focused on success 

and improvement next-step marking in Literacy. In this small-scale action 

research twenty six children participated in a questionnaire and sixteen 

children were video interviewed. This was to gauge perceptions into 

current and trialled next-step marking practices and how this supported 

learning and what comments were helpful in moving children forward in 

their learning.  Clarke’s (2003) ‘success and improvement strategy for 

marking’ was trialled. The research concluded children had a good 

understanding of next-step marking purposes, however, some evaluative 

views of marking were evident. Written feedback was found to be 

differentially helpful, dependent on the attainment groups of the children. 

Feedback linked to quantity and presentation were not found to be helpful. 

Furthermore some negative self-evaluations were found in the pupils’ 

perceptions which could be linked to approval or disapproval feedback 

which was evident in their books.  Wider aspects related to feedback were 

discussed in light of the results including; self-efficacy, self-esteem and goal 

orientation. The unintended consequences of feedback were also 

considered. 
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Introduction 

 I am a Year 3 teacher in an inner-London primary school, my role is part-

time and I share my class with another teacher. The school at which this 

research was conducted is a large primary school, three form entry, that 

serves a diverse community, with those eligible for free school meals above 

the national average. The percentage of pupils with English not as a first 

language is above the national average and the local authority average. In 

my Year 3 class, where the research took place, there were 29 children, 

consisting of 14 boys and 15 girls. 

 I carried out a piece of small-scale research project within my class. This 

piece of action research investigated children’s perceptions of written 

feedback, specifically next-step marking comments in Literacy. 

 With current practices reflecting assessment for learning (AfL) being 

incorporated into school practice I wanted to ensure that the formative 

assessment strategies that I was using were effective in the classroom and 

therefore I decided to focus on this aspect within my research. I took the 

focus of written feedback.  

The school had a next-step marking policy where, at least once per week, a 

piece of Literacy work needed to include a WOW and NOW comment. This 

identified a number of elements of what the children had done well, with a 

green highlighter (WOW) and then something that needed improvement 

(NOW), with an orange highlighter. The highlighters were used as a code 

for the children to become familiar with, and immediately identify their 
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achievement and improvements. I was familiar with this marking policy and 

used it regularly. I realised, however, that I did not know how the children 

perceived the comments that I wrote, did they perceive them to be 

helpful?  Did the children all take care and time to read them? 

I reflected on the feedback that I had given and felt Torrance and Pryor’s 

findings resonated with me; 

‘feedback can appear to be entirely intuitive and a product of     
the teacher’s personal relations and style.’ (Torrance and Pryor 
1998: 91)  

 
I felt I did not know what comments helped the children the most. I 

struggled to find what was best to write for each child. I often found myself 

asking them to write more, or commenting on presentation. At times, I 

focused on ‘secretarial’ features in my feedback even when this did not 

directly link to the learning intention, for example, capital letters and full 

stops.  

Giving written feedback was a very time consuming task and therefore I 

wanted what I wrote to have value contributing as much as possible 

towards learning gains for the children. I felt doubtful that the feedback 

that I was giving was having much impact on learning gains. This led to my 

investigation into children’s perception of next-step marking.  

I wanted to research the children’s perceptions, as it seemed as though 

their voice was missing from this process that was done to them, and 

furthermore it was something that I felt was missing from my own 

understanding of my practice. I planned to trial a new form of giving 
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feedback which would give support to writing next-step comments. I used 

Clarke’s (2003) ‘success and improvement strategy for marking’.  This 

method had 4 steps, and steps 1- 3 were in sync with what we currently did 

in school. However, step 3 gave further detail on how to give quality 

feedback for making the improvement; ‘a reminder prompt’, ‘a scaffolded 

prompt’ and an’ example prompt’ (Clarke, 2003: 83). It was these frames 

for improvement that I wanted to trial as part of my ‘NOW’ element of 

feedback to give guidance and structure to the feedback I provided. 

Through this research, I aimed to become a more effective teacher through 

understanding children’s perceptions of the written feedback I gave. I 

aimed to use the knowledge I gained to inform my practice and therefore 

enable written feedback to be more effective in impacting on learning 

gains.  
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Research Questions 

Main questions: 

What are children’s perceptions of written feedback in helping them to 

improve their writing? 

Sub questions: 

-What do children think about WOW and NOW comments in their Literacy 

books? 

-What written next step comments do children find helpful in Literacy? 

-What written next step comments are most helpful in moving children 

forward in their learning?  

 

Now the literature will be examined to draw out the current body of 

knowledge on written feedback. 
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Literature Review 

Overview 

Much attention has been given to assessment for learning (AfL) in recent 

years in the academic world of education. This has informed policy and 

practise but not always in equal measures. With much research and focus 

into AfL it is important that this impacts on the learning within a class. The 

push for assessment to be for learning (formative) rather than of learning 

(summative) has directed the change, with formative assessment (FA) at 

the ‘heart of effective teaching’ (Black and Wiliam 1998: 2). FA can be 

defined here as ‘when evidence is actually used to adapt the teaching work 

to meet the needs’ (Black and Wiliam 1998: 2) (of learners).  

The work of Black and Wiliam et al (1998, 2002, 2004) is at the forefront of 

the modern movement in AfL. Through a review of research on classroom 

assessment on learning (1998) they concluded that, FA raises standards, 

there was room for improvement and the evidence of how to improve 

lacked detail. Part of the FA strategies that Black and Wiliam referred to 

was effective feedback, which will be the focus for this study. They argued 

that FA could raise standards but only by the changes made by teachers 

and pupils, highlighting the importance of these agents in the process.  

The governments’ ‘Assessment for Learning Strategy’ (DSCF, 2008) 

publication brought AfL to the front line throughout schools with the aim 

for every child to know ‘how they are doing, and understand what they 

need to do to improve’ (2008: 4). This document further outlined a 
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developing teacher role; ‘regularly assesses learning and provides specific, 

positive feedback to inform next steps’ (2008: 16). No further guidance on 

what next steps to include was given, leaving it up to the teachers to 

decide. Practise reflecting this aspect of AfL is evident in classrooms and 

my own schools’ written next-step marking policy led to this project. 

Current practise in my school required teachers to give next steps, 

however, any specific guidance on this was not included at the beginning of 

its introduction.  

Formative Assessment - Written Feedback  

Feedback for the purpose of this study is defined as an agent giving 

information ‘regarding one’s performance or understanding’ (Hattie and 

Timperley, 2007: 81). Sadler (1989, in Hargreaves, McCallum and Gipps 

2000: 21) believed that if feedback did not have a formative effect on 

learning then it was not truly feedback. He stated that action had to take 

place to close the gap between the leaners actual level to the standard or 

goal level.  

The importance of written feedback was highlighted in Butler’s (1998, in 

Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, and Wiliam 2004) research into written 

feedback which demonstrated learning gains were highest for children who 

were given comment only feedback, rather than marks only or comments 

and marks. For secondary schools this is more relevant where graded 

pieces of work are frequently shared with children, however it 

demonstrates the power of formative feedback over summative or 
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evaluative. Although, external rewards e.g. merits, stickers can act like 

marks (Clarke, 2003). The question to now follow is; what written feedback 

are children being given to ‘close the gap’?  

Criticisms of current written feedback in schools included the tendency in 

primary schools to ‘Emphasise quantity and presentation’ and ‘neglect its 

quality’ (Black and Wiliam, 1998: 6). Clarke (2000) also supported this and 

argued it could lower the self-esteem of pupils. The marking that I 

completed did include comments in line with quantity and presentation 

furthermore, alongside my schools WOW and NOW feedback, merits, 

stickers, smiley faces were also used. A mix of feedback was being given to 

children in my context and I wondered what impact that this might be 

having.  

Tunstall and Gipps (1996) carried out a study into the types of feedback 

that teacher’s give children, which included verbal, non-verbal and written 

examples. This work identified two strands to feedback; socialisation and 

assessment. Through this they then identified 8 different types of 

feedback, on a continuum linked to descriptive or evaluative. At the 

evaluative end, feedback was described as either positive or negative. On 

the descriptive side it was described as achievement or improvement 

focused. The study, which involved observing and interviewing infant 

children concluded that written comments ‘played a very limited part in 

formative assessment for these children’ (1996: 199). Although all types of 

feedback were evident, written comments tended to be evaluative, both 

positive and negative. It was reported that the evaluative aspects of the 
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feedback was strong in the children’s perceptions. The evaluative feedback 

here could be categorised as summative assessment rather than formative 

assessment. This study can be criticised in that it was a small sample and 

the applicability of the results can be drawn into question. However, this 

study highlights attention needs to be given to the type of comments that 

are written and time spent evaluating their effectiveness.  

In Kluger and DeNisi’s (1996) historical review, and meta-analysis, of the 

effects of feedback interventions on performance they found both positive 

and negative consequences of varied types of feedback (including 

written).This included some feedback interventions that decreased 

performance. They summarised their findings in a preliminary feedback 

intervention theory (FIT); that the impacts of feedback decreases the 

further the feedback moves towards the self, away from the task. They also 

concluded feedback could have quite impressive effects on performance, 

and set out conditions in which this could occur, including where feedback 

towards the task, rather than the self, was directed. Praise and threats to 

self-esteem were found to reduce effects of feedback interventions. The 

study highlighted the need for further research to establish the 

circumstances under which feedback interventions would have long lasting 

effects on performance. Kulger and DeNisi viewed feedback interventions 

as a double edged sword. Feedback can result in positive effects on 

performance but this is dependent on the type of feedback given.  

This supports findings from Tunstall and Gipps (1996) where feedback in 

the classroom was found in section A and B of their developed  typology 
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defined as evaluative feedback linked to praise, and the self e.g. approval, 

disapproval.  

Hattie and Timperley (2007) conducted an analysis on feedback and 

reviewed the evidence relating to its impact on learning and achievement. 

They stated ‘Feedback is one of the most powerful influences on learning 

and achievement’ but concluded ‘the type of feedback and the way it is 

given can be differentially effective’ (2007: 81). Hattie (1999, in Hattie and 

Timperley, 2007) found feedback to be in the top 5 to 10 highest influences 

on achievement, in a synthesis of meta-analyses on student achievement. 

However, results showed variability ‘indicating that some types of feedback 

are more powerful than others’ (Hattie, in Hattie and Timperley 2007: 83). 

It was further found that praise, punishment, and extrinsic reward were 

the least effective in impacting on learning gains. Which is supported by 

the findings reported by Kluger and DeNisi (1996). Hattie and Timperley 

went on to identify the conditions that create the most learning gains in 

feedback, through a framework of feedback they created, to investigate 

why some feedback had positive gains and others did not. Within this 

framework they identified four levels of feedback and claimed that it 

influenced effectiveness. The four levels consisted of Feedback about: the 

task (FT), the processing of the task (FP) self-regulation (FR) and the self as 

a person (FS). They argued FR and FP were powerful forms of feedback and 

FT (when used for improving processing or self-regulation). However FS 

was found to be the least effective, although it is frequently used in 

classroom situations and often instead of other forms of feedback (Bond, 
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Smith, Baker and Hattie, in Hattie and Timperley 2007). Criticisms directed 

at FS included it contained ‘little task-related information’, and it rarely 

resulted in ‘more engagement, commitment’ (Hattie and Timperley, 2007: 

96). In summary, regarding FS, ‘the information has too little value to result 

in learning gains.’ (Hattie and Timperley, 2007: 96).However, it was also 

noted that, although praise is seen to direct attention away from the task, 

praise regarding effort could enhance self-efficacy.  

The literature has identified that feedback related to the self; ie. approval 

or disapproval, which could be described as evaluative in nature, has little, 

if any, positive impact on performance (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996, Hattie and 

Timperley, 2007, Shute, 2008). This has important consequences for the 

classroom, as studies have shown that, all too often, this is the type of 

feedback that is frequently communicated to pupils (Bond, Smith, Baker 

and Hattie, in Hattie and Timperley 2007, Tunstall and Gipps, 1996).  It was 

this feedback that I also often included in my own marking, which needed 

to be challenged.  

A further aspect of this type of feedback is in its unintended consequences, 

which could have a negative impact on students’ own evaluations of their 

ability (Hattie and Timperley, 2007), fuelling a self-fulfilling prophecy and 

cycle of failure.  It isn’t enough to just provide feedback, if it is to have 

impact on learning gains then careful consideration over the type of 

feedback given needs to be given to prevent any unintended consequences 

of feedback, where in some cases no feedback may be better. 
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The literature has identified the importance of formative feedback that 

gives information to close the gap, however it highlights the importance of 

the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ aspects of feedback, that make it powerful (Kluger 

and DeNisi 1996, Hattie and Timperley, 2007). It is the ‘what’ aspect that I 

intended to answer in this study.  

Current Research 

What is good feedback according to the literature? Black, Harrison, Lee, 

Marshall and Wiliam (2002: 10) concluded ‘to be effective, feedback should 

cause thinking to take place’. Hattie and Timperley (2007: 104) concluded it 

was feedback that was directed towards the task, processes or regulation, 

but not to the self and further stated; 

 ‘It also needs to prompt active information processing on the 
part of the learners, have low task complexity, relate to specific 
and clear goals, and provide little threat to the person at the 
self-level’  

Feedback needs to meet the cognitive needs of the student, which may 

then suggest differentiated feedback is required (Shute, 2008). Shute 

(2008: 182) further described formative feedback as ‘on target (valid), 

objective, focused and clear’. The literature is informative on what 

formative feedback should entail, however, literature informing teachers 

on how to translate this into a written comment in the classroom is not in 

equal abundant with research that defines it. Shute’s (2008: 154) review of 

feedback research stated good feedback can be significant in leading 

learners to improve ‘if delivered correctly’. Shute provided guidelines on 

formative feedback including what to do and to avoid, for example; 
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 ‘Focus feedback on the task, not the learner.’ 

 ‘Provide elaborated feedback in manageable units’ 

 ‘Keep feedback simple but no simpler’ (Shute 2008: 177) 

This provides some, but limited, help to those providing feedback, although 

it could be deemed to give confusing advice ‘no simpler..’ Shute gives a 

large collection of criteria, which could prove too challenging for those 

using it to provide feedback to a learner. 

Shute (2008: 180) further highlighted guidelines for using formative 

feedback with different learners. Shute drew on research to state the low-

attaining would ‘need support and explicit guidance’ and the high-attaining 

‘hints, cues, prompts’. 

 

Hargreaves (2013) conducted a longitudinal study of nine primary aged 

children in to how they responded to feedback in their classrooms and 

their sense of autonomy. Feedback included a variety of forms e.g.  

written, verbal. Through videoed interviews Hargreaves found that children 

were able to notice their own emotions in response to positive and 

negative feedback from the teacher, which was reported it could either 

interfere with, or support, learning. Hargreaves reported that that the 

children were; 

‘attuned to the teacher’s feedback of approval or disapproval, 
and seemed to be motivated by a performance orientation in 
their dependence on the teacher’s approval feedback’ 
(Hargreaves, 2013: 242) 
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Hargreaves findings demonstrate some of the unintended consequences of 

feedback and supports Kluger and DeNisi’s findings of feedback related to 

the self, which, only proved to provide little, or no, positive impact.  

Hargreaves’ research was able to reveal what feedback was unhelpful 

(although it was a small-scale study and therefore findings cannot be 

generalised).  Children were found to respond to the feedback that they 

were given, however, ‘learning was frustrated by overly directive feedback’ 

(Hargreaves, 2013: 229). In response to what feedback benefitted their 

learning it was reported that feedback that ‘included substantial but not 

burdensome detail’. Again, the research specification of what was helpful 

feedback is far from easy to interpret. Hargreaves (2013) does not define 

‘burdensome’ or ‘substantial detail’. In order for teachers’ to judge this a 

level of understanding of the child is required, at least, and then further, a 

dialogue, to gauge at which point the feedback becomes burdensome.  

 

In summary, what is good feedback has led to varied responses and criteria 

which may prove hard to follow practically. However, it is clear the 

literature supports differentiated feedback for different learners e.g. low or 

high attaining (Shute, 2008, Hattie and Timperley, 2007), and evaluative 

feedback related to the self has not shown to be the most beneficial 

feedback in learning gains (Kluger and DeNisi 1996, Hattie and Timperley, 

2007, Shute, 2008, Hargreaves, 2013).  
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Room for Improvement 

With a variety of literature on feedback for learning, details of how to use 

this research in the classroom is now required in order to make learning 

gains in a real context.  

In evidence for improvement Black and Wiliam reported; 

‘Marking is usually conscientious but often fails to offer 
guidance on how to work can be improved’ (OFSTED general 
report in primary schools, in Black and Wiliam 1998: 5) 

In order to avoid this it could be argued support for teachers’ is required to 

create feedback which gives a high impact on learning. This is something 

that I have felt, as a teacher, and I would argue that support would be 

beneficial to teachers who are struggling with feedback.   

The Assessment Reform Group (ARG) identified the need for examples 

‘published to show how to use AfL in classrooms to counter the problem of 

assessment of rather than for learning’ (ARG, 1999: 12). Black et al (2002: 

1) also supported the need for teachers to have examples ‘of what doing 

better means in practice’.  

The KMOFAP (Black et al, 2002) project was set up to carry out the work on 

formative assessment that they deemed was required. A limited number of 

schools participated in the study, which included  a control class for each 

teacher which increased the validity of the study. Different measures of 

output, chosen by teachers, were used in different schools, which raises 
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questions of validity. Results reported that improvements were found on 

all outputs, where reliable data was obtained. 

 The project summarised findings in four areas of FA; questioning, feedback 

through marking, peer and self-assessment, and the formative use of 

summative tests. In feedback through marking the project advised that 

comments should show ‘what has been done well and what still needs 

improvement.’ Within the project, support for writing effective comments 

was limited to sharing and working with colleagues. The importance of 

pupils changing to active learners and becoming more responsible in 

managing their own learning was also highlighted in this project. This made 

me question how the next step marking would impact on some of the more 

passive learners.  

Black et al (2002: 9) stated improving feedback comments would require 

‘more work initially’ where the teacher attends more to the quality of their 

comments. They highlighted collaboration between teachers where 

effective comments could be shared. The project drew attention to the 

problems teachers face when writing comments to improve learning gains, 

namely; what works and where can teachers find out? 

Next-Step marking guidelines 

In researching next-step marking, the work of Shirley Clarke provided 

practical information, specifically for teachers, to use in the classroom. Her 

work bridged the gap between the current literature and the practicalities 

of classroom life. Here, next-step marking is also referred to as focused 
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marking.  One of the problems that Clarke (2003: 63) highlights with 

marking is teacher’s wondering whether their marking really does have an 

impact, she describes this as ‘a soul destroying experience’. It is exactly this 

that I wondered about my own marking, particularly in light of how long it 

takes to complete.   Her own research revealed that children believed 

marking was to find out what they had got wrong or right rather than for 

their own benefit. 

Clarke (2003), in an audit of different types of feedback, marked written 

success and improvement feedback (next-step marking) as having a high 

impact on children’s learning and progress, but a low level of 

manageability. Clarke has highlighted that next-step marking takes time, 

not only to complete for children in books, but also to improve as a teacher 

in writing comments that have an impact.  

Clarke’s (2001: 68) admission that out of all the formative assessment 

strategies ‘focused marking is probably the most challenging’, does nothing 

to ease the worries of teachers in changing their habits, but does help one 

accept persistence is needed. She brings to the fore, a need for marking to 

feed back to children about their success and improvements and not be 

‘clouded by the perception of parents’ and inspectors’ expectations. She is 

advocating a fundamental change for teachers, where marking becomes 

solely for the child and not for ‘managerial and social purposes’ or 

stakeholders (Clarke, 2000: 32).  
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Clarke (2000) used action research and participation in ongoing INSETS to 

implement practical strategies for teachers who use distance marking. 

These practical strategies developed Clarke’s next-step marking 

framework. Here Clarke advised to mark specifically against the learning 

intention, to highlight ‘three parts which have best fulfilled the objective’, 

to avoid marking spelling unless the child was asked specifically to pay 

attention to it. These practical strategies are detailed enough for teacher’s 

to use to support them in next-step marking. Some of the positives of this 

strategy were reported; behaviour, perseverance, learning culture, quality. 

Negatives of this feedback reported; time and practise (for teachers), and 

making the learning intention explicit. Clarke (2000: 44) advised the use of 

codes, such as highlighting and arrows. She claimed this made the feedback 

‘more accessible to children than prose’ and ‘less time consuming’. Again, 

this details further specific, practical advice which enables teachers to carry 

out written feedback which acknowledges the current literature.  

Clarke is advocating the success and improvement model of next step 

marking as being most appropriate for distance marking, as a form of 

formative assessment. Furthermore, focusing the feedback against learning 

intentions; concepts, skills or knowledge so as to encourage development 

of learning rather than application of learning intentions. This model can be 

summarised as follows; 

1) Showing success - highlighting three elements of the work that 

show the child’s best attempts against the learning intention. 
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2) Indicating Improvement – A symbol to indicate where an 

improvement can be made.  

3) Giving an improvement suggestion – writing a suggestion. Which 

could consist of a reminder prompt, scaffold prompt or an example 

prompt.  

4) Making the improvement – usually the next morning, or the next 

revisited lesson, or the same afternoon. (Clarke, 2003: 82) 

Clarke acknowledged example prompts were more suited to younger 

children or those who needed more support to make an improvement and 

was considered the most successful prompt, except for the highest 

attainers, particularly in Years 3 and 4. This advocates differentiated 

feedback, which the literature also supports. 

Clarke’s (2001) research in the Gillingham Partnership Formative 

Assessment Project allowed for evaluations of formative assessment 

strategies, with included written feedback around learning intentions. They 

found that with Clarke’s success and improvement model the children’s 

writing improved, the teacher was more able to focus on the right things 

and teachers would like more time to do it. Some teachers also noticed a 

change in the children’s attitudes towards their writing, in accepting the 

strategy as a way to improve. Clarke also reported teacher’s noticing 

children using the prompts in subsequent pieces of work. In terms of 

children’s responses Clarke reported the children viewed the strategy as 

allowing improvement, gave children a chance to self-evaluate and they 

were able to apply what they had learnt in new contexts.  
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However the project highlighted the limitations which lay in the ability of 

children to read the written comments. It was reported that Year 2 

teachers found this marking difficult as too many children needed help to 

read the comments. Furthermore it was deemed to be inappropriate for 

some children with SEN.  In these cases the model was used orally.  

By referring to the learning intentions in highlighting the successes, it 

prevents comments related to the self or comparisons with others, which 

then supports the literature on what good feedback is. However, Clarke 

acknowledged that distance marking is not a substitute for oral face-to-

face marking.  

Hargreaves (2013) argued that despite large reviews on feedback details on 

how it impacts on classroom learning are lacking and that this is due to a 

lack of the child’s perspective in the research. This study will examine 

children’s perspectives in order to delve into how they perceive the written 

feedback they receive in Literacy, and further explore what comments they 

find helpful. This project will use Clarke’s (2003) summarised ‘success and 

improvement strategy for marking’ to explore written feedback. 
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Methodology 

The approach taken towards this research was through action research. 

Action research can be defined for the purpose of this study; ‘Action is 

taken to understand, evaluate and change’ (Blaxter, Hughes and Tight, 

2006: 68).This methodological approach was selected as most appropriate 

for small-scale research in the workplace, where research is taking place 

through a social system.   

The participatory nature of the research fitted quite naturally within a 

classroom where the children were involved in the direction it took. This 

aspect of action research was important to me as a researcher and 

practitioner, where it involved 

‘all stakeholders both in the questioning and sense making that 
informs the research, and in the action which is its focus’ 
(Reason and Bradbury 2001, in Koshy, Koshy and Waterman 
2011: 3)  

Blaxter et al (2006) highlighted the close links that action research creates 

with its context and its design to have a practical purpose. It was this 

process that I aimed to follow in my own research in order to carry out 

research within my own context, and for it to have an impact here. 

Furthermore action research allowed for a structure and direction in a fast 

paced social setting, that reflected my context.  

This methodological approach encompassed change within the research. 

As a researcher researching my own context, change was an important 

aspect of the research. It could also be argued that, as a practitioner within 

the context I was researching, change, in my role, could have occurred 
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even without a conscience decision to do so. Acknowledging this through 

the methodological approach chosen was important. Action research’s 

strength lies in its ability to identify solutions and empower practitioners 

(Meyer, in Koshy et al, 2011). The change and empowerment are important 

aspects of the research for myself as a researcher, to give value to the 

research within the context in which it was carried out. 

Other methodological approaches were considered but ruled out. Barrow 

(2005) argued empirical research was not possible in education due to the 

vast number of variables that would need to be controlled. I agreed that 

controlling the variables found in a classroom would be vast and 

challenging. Furthermore a research methodology where change was part 

of the process and where children were not denied access to something 

that was seen as beneficial was important, as well as including the rich 

resource of the children’s’ voice within the research. Action research was 

seen as the most suitable to meet these criteria.   

Qualitative methods of data collection were taken in this study due to the 

nature of the research question and its context, including questionnaires 

and group interviews. Although one part of the data obtained could be 

described as quasi-quantitative due to the numerical value attributed to 

the information obtained which was analysing types of feedback.  

This approach was chosen as the most suited in this context however, 

there have been criticisms with this methodology. Although the approach 

requires critical reflection (Koshy et al, 2011), it could be questioned how 
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critical a practitioner could be when researching their own context, 

regardless of intentions. Mercer (2007) highlighted the strengths and 

weaknesses of being a researcher within your own workplace. Mercer 

called this insiderness, with outsiderness at the opposite end. This, Mercer 

viewed on a continuum rather than as a dichotomy. Although I would 

consider my position in this research under insiderness, as a researcher 

researching my own context, it could be argued that my degree of 

insiderness/outsiderness changed throughout the research process. 

Mercer viewed a researcher’s position on this continuum as fluid. The 

insider researcher strengths lie in knowing your participants and possibly 

getting easier access and greater rapport, however, this is then balanced 

against the participants’ view of you in this context where possible power 

imbalances may impact resulting in informant bias. Mercer (2007: 7) 

demonstrates that being a researcher in one’s own context may be a 

‘double-edged sword’.  This is something that may become evident 

throughout this research, which is a limiting factor of researching your own 

context.  

My action research took the form of understanding children’s perceptions 

of written feedback, then evaluating and reflecting on this, then finally 

implementing change, and then the cycle began again and will continue 

after this research. 
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Ethical Considerations 

Careful consideration was given to the ethics of this study using the BERA 

Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2011). The rights of the 

children and colleagues were considered. The aims and purposes of the 

research were clearly communicated to all participants, carers and 

colleagues involved.   Written permission from the Headteacher was 

obtained to carry out my research. A letter (Appendix 8) was sent to 

parents of children in my class, outlining the research and, asking them to 

return an opt-out reply slip if they did not want their child to take part. It 

was explained that all responses would be anonymised.  

When informing the children of my research I explained that they did not 

have to be part of it and that they could withdraw at any time. The 

children’s consent was obtained for the questionnaires and interviews, 

verbally and then by signing a short statement. This is in line with the BERA 

guidelines (2011: 6) that state children should be ‘facilitated to give fully 

formed consent’. It was important that the children had an opportunity to 

give their opinions. As the BERA guidelines (2011: 6) state that for children 

who are capable should have the right to ‘express their views freely in all 

matters affecting them’.  As I hold a job share position, permission from my 

colleague also needed to be sought. My colleague signed a short statement 

indicating that they were aware of the research and that they were happy 

for their feedback to be used as part of the research. The children and their 

parents were informed that a debriefing session would be held at the end 

of the research to communicate the findings of the research. 
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Methods 

Questionnaires 

A questionnaire was chosen as a method of gathering data because it is an 

efficient use of time and a way of obtaining a high volume of responses 

(Drever and Munn, 1990). In this project it enabled every child in the class 

to contribute a response. However, there are limitations to the use of a 

questionnaire. Drever and Munn (1990: 9) stated one of the disadvantages 

of using questionnaires is their potential to provide ‘superficial 

information’.   The opportunities for the children to expand on their 

perceptions were limited. There was also a lack of opportunity for me, as 

the researcher, to probe any answers and therefore it could be argued that 

some of the data gathered was superficial. It may have unfairly 

discriminated against children who were weaker at reading and writing. 

Furthermore, the children only got to respond to questions set by myself 

and therefore insights that the children may have shared were lost. 

Therefore it was important that questionnaires was not the only method 

used to gather data.  

In constructing the questionnaire an attempt was made to ensure it was 

child-friendly. The WOW and NOW words were highlighted with the 

colours that are used when marking to give a visual aid as to what we were 

exploring. A PowerPoint presentation was used to explain the 

questionnaire to the children so as to support them in completing it. This 

was conducted with groups of children at a time, so that children did not 
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link it with a test, and hence the assumption that there was a correct 

answer, which, through experience, is where copying has taken place. 

Responses were marked by choosing a number of faces (happy, unhappy 

and a question mark) as this was perceived, by myself, to be the most child 

friendly way in which to approach the task.  There was a concern that the 

children would not want to circle the unhappy face. To balance this, I made 

a practice question where the unhappy face was circled, to reinforce that 

this response was acceptable.  Additionally, the worded responses were 

underneath each picture e.g. the happy face was accompanied with  ‘Yes’. 

The questionnaire consisted of 7 questions. The number of questions was 

guided by the capacity of the children to stay focused on the questionnaire. 

Seven questions was a maximum where it was felt that the children would, 

on average, thereafter, become unfocused. An attempt was made to only 

ask as many questions as were needed to be asked. Munn and Drever 

acknowledged this distinction ‘Needing to ask is different from wanting to 

ask’ (1999: 21). This distinction supported the construction of the seven 

questions that were included in the questionnaire.   

An open question was put at the start. Munn and Drever stated ‘begin with 

open questions (1999: 27), so the participant will not be constrained by the 

framework of the previous questions. The questionnaire also ended with 

an open question. This was a ‘sweeper’ (1999: 27) question, to give 

children a voice to write anything further that they wanted to contribute 

that had not been covered by the questions, which Munn and Drever gave 

merit in ending with.   
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Munn and Drever (1999) stated that leading questions should be avoided. 

One question was included which could be viewed as a leading question. 

‘Do you find the WOW and NOW comments your teacher gives you 

helpful?’. It would be difficult to avoid this question when wanting to find 

out whether the children did find the comments helpful. The responses 

chosen were ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘don’t know’ and as a result constrained the way I 

could ask this question, a choice between ‘helpful’ and ‘unhelpful’ had to 

be chosen for the children to respond to. Some of the children speak 

English as an additional language, it was decided that ‘helpful’ was a more 

familiar word than ‘unhelpful’ and as a result this word was chosen out of 

the two options.  

The Pilot  

The questionnaire was piloted with a parallel Year 3 class, in the same 

school. Eight children from a range of attainment groups were included. 

The children understood the questionnaire and were able to complete it, 

mostly, independently. It is possible that there was a tendency to circle the 

happy face and it was acknowledged that demand characteristics were in 

effect here.  

Question 4 ‘Do you always read the WOW and NOW comments your 

teacher gives you?’, 100% responded ‘yes’. However, upon speaking with 

the children afterwards about the questions some said they would have 

circled ‘sometimes’ if this had been an option. As a result this question was 

changed. The word ‘always’ was made bold and underlined. Attention was 
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drawn to this and it was explained that if they do not always read it then 

‘no’ should be circled. Adding ‘sometimes’ to the options was not 

considered because of the possible confusion it could cause, as 

‘sometimes’ would not apply to all of the questions.   

Question 7, ‘What else could your teacher write that could help you 

improve in Literacy?’, was the only one that children asked for help with. 

This was an open question and some children were unable to form an idea 

of ‘what else’ their teacher could do. As a result Question 7 was changed to 

‘Is there anything else your teacher could write to help you improve?’ and 

a further space provided if they responses ‘yes’ to expand on what they 

thought. Information for both question 4 and question 7 were provided in 

the verbal introduction to the questionnaire.  

The amended questionnaire was piloted again with different children from 

the parallel class. No further issues were identified that would require the 

questionnaire to be amended further.  

The final questionnaire (Appendix 7) was completed by twenty six children 

in my class. Support was given if children needed help reading the 

questions. All responses were then placed in a box. Children were asked to 

not include their names 

Interviews 

Sixteen children were interviewed in total. Eight children before Clarke’s 

‘success and improvement strategy for marking’ was trialled and eight after 
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it was trialled. Interview questions for both set 1 and set 2 questions 

(Appendix 3) 

Sampling 

Children were selected by random sampling. Names were selected from a 

box. Due to the small sample size, 26, the group were checked for bias. 

There were more girls than boys chosen, but only in one group. All 

attainment groups within the class were represented in the sample.  

One child was excluded from the sample due to not being able to speak 

English. Two further children were excluded from the sample because they 

were not given consent by carers to participate. 

Group interviews was chosen as a method to gather in depth responses of 

the children’s perceptions. The interviews gave the opportunity to probe 

further into the children’s perceptions, where the questionnaires could 

not. Group interviews allowed for a range of opinions and perspectives to 

be obtained in a more efficient and time saving way than individual 

interviews. Furthermore, it allowed social processes to work where 

children could ‘spark ideas off each other’ (Mullings, 1985: 12). Mullings 

stated an advantage of group interviews as ‘A great depth and fulness of 

information is provided which is not possible with many research methods’ 

I agreed that this method would be invaluable in what I was exploring in 

my classroom. Mullings (1985: 1) stated this type of interview is useful for 

‘exploring attitudes and opinions, and for achieving a range of 

perspectives.’ which fit in with the type of research that I was conducting.   
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However, one of the limitations of interviews is that they are time 

consuming, when compared with questionnaires.  As a result, only 16 

children were interviewed. The interviews were group interviews and were 

semi-structured, so as to give the children an opportunity to expand on 

their thoughts where needed, and for the interviewer to delve further to 

any interesting comments. Therefore some set questions were asked 

(Appendix 3), and further unplanned questions and prompts were asked in 

response to the children’s answers.    

The limitations of using group interviews in research partly lies in the 

dynamics of the group. Mullings (1985: 6) stated ‘those with minority 

opinions may be inhibited from expressing them and feel under pressure to 

conform’.  However, the children were familiar with each other and used to 

respecting each other’s responses that are given daily in class, so it was 

judged that this limitation would not have a significant impact. Demand 

characteristics was a possible limitation due to the interviews being 

conducted by myself when asking questions about my own marking. An 

alternative interviewer was not a possibility due to time constraints and 

teacher responsibilities within the school. Mullings (1985: 12) further 

summarised disadvantages of group interviews as the tendency for one 

person to dominate the responses and the direction of the interview and 

for irrelevant discussions to arise. My job as the interviewer played an 

important part here in ensuring that all children were given an opportunity 

to offer responses and that the interview remained on task. These were 

skills that were often employed in the classroom by myself within general 
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group discussions. There was a concern that some children were more 

articulate than others, however, here I saw my role as the researcher to 

support those children who were less articulate to draw out their thinking. 

Mullings described the interviewers role as ‘initiate, stimulate and guide 

the group discussion’ (1985: 11), which summarises the role I took during 

the interviews.  

The size of the group was determined by myself as the group size most 

manageable, for the children, to cope with in taking turns to speak. This 

was identified as being between 3 and 4. As a larger number of responses 

was favoured a group size of 4 was selected. A familiar, quiet room, away 

from the rest of the class, was chosen to conduct the interviews. Mullings 

(1985: 7)  states the importance of a relaxing room, with seating arranged 

round a table.  

The recordings were transcribed and coded (Appendix 4). All initials used 

have been changed. Mullings stated (1985: 10) ‘Coding is a help in trying to 

establish the main points to emerge from an interview and as an aid to 

writing up the results’. The transcripts were read to identify emergent 

themes. The interviews were then analysed through the themes identified.  
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Results and Analysis 

Analysing written feedback  

Written feedback was analysed according to Tunstall and Gipps (1996) 

‘Typology of teacher feedback’ (Appendix 1). They identified 8 different 

types of feedback, on a continuum linked to descriptive or evaluative. At 

the evaluative end, feedback was described as either positive or negative. 

On the descriptive side it was described as achievement or improvement 

focused. This was used to give a framework in which to analyse the types 

of different written feedback in Year 3’s Literacy books for the first 4 

months of the year. Analysis of the feedback found that feedback mostly 

consisted of C1 and C2, specifying attainment and improvement. 

Rewarding signs and symbols and approving comments were also 

frequently used, often alongside other forms of feedback. C1 was often 

written with a B1 e.g. ‘Excellent John, you included full stops’. 

A table to show the feedback analysed with Tunstall and Gipps (1996) 

typology 

  A B C D 

1 73 90 332 0 

2 4 35 270 4 

 Figure 1.1 

 

 

Key 

A1 - Rewarding                          B1 - Approving  

A2 - Punishing                            B2 - Disapproving  

C1 - Specifying Attainment      D1 - Constructing Achievement  

C2 - Specifying improvement  D2 - Constructing the way forward  
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In using this framework there were some difficulties. Feedback from one 

piece of work could be in more than one category e.g. merits, smiley face 

and an approving comment (A1 and B1).Some of the written feedback did 

not fit easily into the categories e.g. A1 and A2 and therefore did not come 

up often. A1 and A2 were more affiliated with verbal feedback which was 

not the purpose of this study. 

Feedback D1 and D2 were more focussed on discussions in feedback rather 

than written feedback. Where I did have examples in this category it was 

because I had written verbal feedback on the child’s work to show that this 

had taken place, but it was not wholly a written feedback.  

During analysis it was noted there were more A1 and B1 comments for 

lower attaining children rather than C1 when compared with other 

attainers. This may be explained as more verbal feedback being given 

during the lesson and hence comments are less constructing as this has 

already been achieved throughout the lesson. It was also noted there were 

more A1 and B1 comments for higher attaining children compared with 

middle attainers. If something was written more of an evaluation rather 

than a means of improvement, it was categorised as B2. e.g. ‘This is not 

enough’, ‘You must finish this’. 

Difficulty was experienced in categorising some NOW feedback into B2 and 

C2 due to it being between both evaluative and descriptive. There was 

some description e.g. ‘Now we need to work on capital letters”. However 

there was no specification on how what was being learned could be 
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corrected. They were not disapproving, evaluative as in B2.Therefore these 

comments were categorised into the C2 category, but were coded to show 

it was different in that there was no specific instruction of how to improve 

(coded as Cc). If there was no clear instruction in how to act on feedback 

instantly it was coded as mentioned above. A lot of these comments were 

‘Remember to….’  which indicated what to do next time, rather than to 

improve there and then. Therefore no thinking was required to take place. 

Figure 1.2 shows this categorisation developed for this study.  

Table to show improvement comments with clear instructions and those 

without.  

 C Cc.  

2 52 218 

Figure 1.2 

 

 

 

This data shows that although improvement feedback was given most of 

the feedback was not clear enough for the child to make an improvement 

after reading it. Most feedback in the improvement section did not specify 

an improvement clearly (Cc feedback), thus allowing the child to read it but 

make no changes or next steps immediately after. Analysing the feedback 

Key 

C2 – Specifying improvement 

Cc2 – Specifying improvement with no clear instruction 
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in this way highlighted there were gaps in the improvement feedback and 

that changes needed to be made.  

Analysing Questionnaires 

Responses to question 1 ‘Why do teachers mark your work?’ (Appendix 2, 

Figure 1.4) were analysed using Tunstall and Gipps (1996) ‘Typology of 

teacher feedback’ (see Figure 1.3.)   The comments suggested most 

children viewed marking as descriptive in specifying attainment and 

improvement. Many responses referred to improving in some way. A 

smaller number of children viewed marking as a more evaluative process 

e.g. right and wrong.   

Overall the analysis of the questionnaires (Appendix 2, Figure 1.5)  showed 

children viewed written feedback as a way of knowing how well they had 

done and how to improve. Most of the children found the WOW and NOW 

comments helpful, to tell them if they had done well and to help them 

improve. Only 4/26 children stated they did not always read the 

comments. Most of the children 24/26 wanted more WOW and NOW 

comments.   

Question 6 ‘Would you like your teacher to give you more WOW and NOW 

comments? Why?’ (Appendix 2, Figure 1.6) provided an opportunity for 

children to give further information about their views on their written 

feedback. This, again, was coded according to Tunstall and Gipps (1996) 

‘Typology of teacher feedback’. However, 2 responses did not fit into these 

categories (uncoloured). The responses suggested the children’s 
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motivation for more WOW and NOW comments was as a means of 

understanding their attainment and improving. A smaller number of 

responses demonstrated views of approval as a motivation for further 

WOW and NOW comments.  

In responses to question 7 ‘Is there anything else your teacher could write 

to help you to improve in Literacy?’ (Appendix 2, Figure 1.7)  one did not 

make sense so was omitted. Two other children were unable to expand on 

why. This was the only question that the children struggled with. Some of 

the responses described what I already wrote in my WOW and NOW 

comments. Some responses highlighted that children wanted approval 

comments e.g. ‘Excellent work’. Help from the teacher was mentioned, 

however, the form of this help was unclear; e.g. in comments or 1:1 

support? Children responded to this question by writing down comments 

they specifically wanted me to write in their books. For example, ‘write 

openers and adjectives’.  Results from question 7 suggested this question 

may still have been challenging for Year 3 children, 10/26 children 

responded ‘Don’t know’. However, I think I was correct to keep this 

question in the questionnaire to offer children the opportunity to have 

their say. The limitations of the questionnaire meant I was unable to delve 

as to why some children responded ‘Don’t know’. Analysis of question 7 

suggests that most of the children wanted comments that specify 

attainment and improvements, and fewer (2/26) wanted comments 

relating to approval from the teacher.  
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The children’s views on WOW and NOW comments obtained from the 

questionnaire demonstrated that they served their purpose in highlighting 

what children had done well and what they needed to improve on. The 

questionnaires showed that the children’s understanding of this was 

strong. However, there were some views about comments linking to 

approval from the teacher. The limitations of the questionnaire were in the 

demand characteristics, it could be argued this impacted on the responses 

the children gave as the questionnaire was distributed by myself, the 

teacher.  

Analysing Interviews  Set 1 

Questions 1, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 were coded by themes (see coded interview 

statements in Appendix 4). The themes that emerged from the interviews 

on perceptions of WOW and NOW feedback were; statements referring to 

improvement, to negative self-evaluation, to using comments for future 

improvements, to helpfulness, to unhelpfulness and to time. Questions 2, 

and 3 were more limited in the responses they required and therefore 

responses are discussed briefly without coding through themes.  

 

Analysis of the interviews demonstrated that the children preferred WOW 

and NOW comments to ticks. One child stated that the ticks and crosses 

did not allow them to understand what they did wrong.  Most children said 

they read their WOW and NOW comments. Two children in different 

groups said they only sometimes read it. The two children were lower 

attaining children. The higher attaining children were able to explain with 
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enthusiasm what they did revealing their attitude towards WOW and 

NOW.  

‘I quickly open my book because I am excited to see what I’ve 
done good and I just see what the NOW says and do what that 
says…’  T. Transcript 1. (Appendix 4) 

 ‘..whenever I see  a question in the NOW comment I answer 
it.’ 
 O. Transcript 2. (Appendix 4) 

 

Improvement 

All children understood marking by referring to improving in some way. 

Comments related to mistakes were still linked with improvement. The 

children had a confident understanding of next step marking. This was in 

contrast to results of the questionnaires that reported some evaluative 

views of marking. The introduction of the interview referring to WOW and 

NOW feedback may have guided the children in to this response, rather 

than the children just thinking about marking in general (e.g. stickers, ticks 

and crosses). 

Overall children’s perceptions of NOW comments were perceived as a way 

to improve. One child responded to feeling ‘happy’ about the NOW 

comment, another two children to not feeling sad or bad. Two further 

children commented they felt ‘ok’ and ‘normal’ and ‘like’ about the NOW 

comment. There was a general response of needing to improve.  

Coded responses also identified improvement as a theme in making 

marking better.  One child who is lower attaining wanted more NOWs (this 

child had more verbal than written feedback because they worked in a 



43 
 

 

group with support more often than other attaining groups). Another child 

thought marking could be improved by having more WOW and NOW. A 

further two children explained how it helped them to improve.  

 

Negative self-evaluations 

Coded statements identified some negative self-evaluations from NOW 

comments. One came from a lower attaining child, where there may have 

been feelings about confidence and ability. 

 ‘I feel nervous’ E Transcript 1 (Appendix 4) 

 Another negative comment from a middle attaining child.  

‘I feel sad, because I have to improve again and again.’  

A. Transcript 1 (Appendix 4) 

However, overall the perceptions of the NOW comments were of 

improvement.   

 

Helpfulness  

The children’s responses of what they found helpful highlighted Cc2 

comments e.g. ‘Remember to use connectives’, the C2 comments e.g. ‘Re-

write this sentence with an adjective’ and the example comments as being 

helpful to them. They acknowledged the helpfulness of both Cc2 and C2 

comments, although they mostly had Cc2 in their books. No specific type of 

comment came out as being more helpful. Differences in preferences 

through attainment were revealed.  
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Future Improvements  

Through the interviews children were able to explain the helpfulness of 

feedback for making future improvements. Children used example 

feedback comments e.g. ‘as sharp as…..’ to help them with future pieces of 

work.  

‘That one, because then next time we do a writing of the same 
thing, yeah, we could learn from it’  Q Transcript 2 (Appendix  4) 

‘I like this one because next time I could use it’  A Transcript 1 
(Appendix 4)  

‘Usually because when I make mistakes erm on the next day 
when I write something like a story I use one of my NOW 
comments and I try to improve..’ E Transcript 1 (Appendix 4) 

These comments came from middle and lower attaining children, which 

suggest that they use example (C2) NOW comments to help them 

throughout their Literacy work by referring to the examples given when 

needed.  

Comments to correct spellings were either found not helpful or only a little 

bit, the children highlighted limitations with this feedback explaining it 

needed more than a correction on one day in order to learn it. 

 

Time 

A further theme emerged about timing, whether a NOW comment asked 

for improvements for the same piece of work or to use that comment on 

future pieces of work. E.g. ‘Remember to use connectives’. Here the 

comment is just serving as a prompt for something they have not done, 

and reminding them to do this in future. Again, the difference here was 
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between C2 and Cc2. The children discussed the helpfulness of using a 

NOW comment for improving the same piece of work or just using it as a 

prompt in later pieces. Some statements referred to forgetting if they had 

to ‘Remember to…’, two children stated they preferred to complete it for 

the same piece of work rather than a later piece. A higher attaining child 

explained they could use it on other work by remembering. This  suggests  

higher attaining children may still be able to make learning gains with a Cc2 

(prompt) comment, where no clear instruction for immediate 

improvement is given.  

‘…..I keep it in my head and then the next day I   would 
try to do it.’  S Transcript 2 (Appendix 4) 

 Two children, a lower and middle attaining child, referred to forgetting, if 

asked to ‘remember’ to do something which suggests a C2 comment 

specifying an improvement to take place there and then would be more 

beneficial for these children. This theme only emerged with one interview 

group. It would have been interesting to obtain the other groups 

perceptions on timings. 

Unhelpfulness 

In interview 1 all children responded ‘no’ to Question 6; ‘Are there any 

comments you do not find helpful?’. This suggested that demand 

characteristics may have had an impact. In Interview 2 responses were 

given. The difference in responses for the two interview groups may have 

suggested that the children were sparking ideas off each other throughout 

the interview process.  



46 
 

 

 

In Interview 2 the children identified what was unhelpful. A higher 

attaining child identified including no examples, or explanation on what to 

improve on was unhelpful. A lower attaining child stated saying to write 

more with no detail of what to include further was unhelpful. 

 

‘Like 10 more and then you won’t know if you need to write 
connectives or like…’ B Transcript 2 (Appendix 4) 

This suggests that a C2 comment, specifying improvement with a clear 

instruction would be helpful, as well as detail as to how. Furthermore it 

highlights feedback about quantity of writing without specifying 

improvement is unhelpful.  

Questions 7 and 8 were limited in identifying children’s perceptions. These 

questions were more open ended and actually required the children to 

have a more in-depth understanding of what helped them.  

The limitations of the interview were in the demand characteristics which 

may have had an effect in the responses given. Some children who had 

minority views within the group did offer their contributions. It was noted 

that the higher attaining children were more able to articulate their 

responses and as a result did give more responses. To prevent the more 

articulate children from dominating I drew in children to offer responses. 

The higher attaining children in general had a more positive attitude 

towards the WOW and NOW feedback. This suggests that the lower 



47 
 

 

attaining and some middle attaining children may need something 

different or further support to make learning gains from this feedback.  

Analysing Interviews  Set 2 

Questions 2, 4, 5, 6, and 7 were coded by themes (see coded interview 

statements in Appendix ). The themes that emerged from the interviews on 

perceptions of WOW and NOW feedback were; Ability, Conflicts, Dialogue, 

Time, Dependency Vs Self-Efficacy, Future Improvements. These interviews 

took place after Clarke’s (2003) ‘Success and improvement strategy for 

marking’ was implemented.   

Responses from questions 1 and 3 can be summarised briefly, as they were 

not analysed through themes due to the limited responses given. Question 

1 ‘What do you do when you get a  WOW and NOW?’ was included again in 

the interviews to help children frame their later responses around this 

topic and to be able to match any lack or response with the possibility that 

the children were not reading it. The responses gave a general perception 

of WOW and NOW feedback in their Literacy books. Children 

demonstrated a good understanding of what to do when they got a WOW 

and NOW. Two children stated they only sometimes read the feedback 

which was also found in set 1 interviews. All children perceived their WOW 

and NOW comments to tell them if their work was good and how to 

improve. They were able to offer mature responses that demonstrated a 

deep knowledge of its purpose and relate their experiences of it. Where a 

simple Cc2 comment had been identified in a child’s work it was 
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immediately highlighted as unhelpful. This highlights children are 

responding more to NOWs and are beginning to expect that they specify 

improvement.  

Ability 

The interviews identified ability differences in preferences for NOW 

comments that they found to be helpful. Although ability was not a 

variable that was planned to be analysed, the perceptions during the 

interviews between ability groups became evident. The different NOW 

comments were; reminder prompts, scaffolded and examples.  

Overall perceptions suggested that example NOW comments were more 

helpful to lower attaining (LA) and middle attaining (MA) children 

compared with higher attaining (HA) children (attainment groups were 

based on expected Literacy levels for year 3). One HA child stated the 

example NOW comments were not helpful to him. 

‘Is it helpful to have examples; long, short, shiny, glossy? 

    All: Nod in agreement, except D.   2 Interviews,     
Transcript 1      (Appendix 4) 

This child further went on to show an unsure and maybe sign we often use 

(waving thumb horizontally) in response to this question.  

An MA child identified an example comment when asked to choose a NOW 

comment that she found helpful. However, children were limited in 

explaining how it helped, which on reflection, is limited to the age of the 
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children. In response to being asked how the comment helped her to 

improve she said; 

‘I think and think what sentence to make’   2 Interview, 
Transcript 1 (Appendix 4) 

A further LA child responded by saying; 

‘I found this helpful because I can use what Miss wrote 
to help me with my sentences’  2 Interview, Transcript 2. 
(Appendix 4) 

A MA child identified a NOW comment that they found unhelpful which 

was a scaffolded comment, which had not been answered. They explained 

that it had been too hard. Here, the child agreed, an example would have 

helped them further. This response suggests this child required example 

NOW comments more than prompts or scaffolded NOW comments to help 

them to improve, or at least for this piece of work.  However interviews 

revealed scaffolded comments were found to be helpful by both HA and 

MA children. An MA child commented; 

‘You said to describe Trunky ‘as large as…’ I did lots of it’    
W, 2 Interview, Transcript1   (Appendix 4) 
 

Both HA and MA children identified a reminder prompt comment as 

helpful.  

‘The one I thought was helpful was the one on the recount 
‘Describe what you did on your holiday.’     D, 2 Interview, 
Transcript 2 (Appendix 4) 

Ability differences were evident in the types of comments that children 

found helpful. HA and MA children referred to prompts comments helping 
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them, example comments were found helpful by both LA and MA children. 

Scaffolded comments were found helpful across all ability groups. The 

comments may be dependent on the work given and how it is perceived by 

the child, if work was pitched too high, examples may be required, or too 

low, a reminder prompt may have sufficed, which suggests the type of 

work that children were given feedback on is also a factor in which 

comments they found helpful.  There was also a difference in ability, 

towards feelings of dependency to improve, which will be discussed more 

in the later theme Dependency Vs Self-Efficacy.  

Conflict 

This theme arose from the disparity between descriptive and evaluative 

feedback. The children’s books did include work marked by others, which 

did not employ Clarke’s (2003) ‘Success and improvement strategy for 

marking’ which was being trialled in this study. There were also brief 

comments, that were not WOW and NOW comments, in the children’s 

books. It is important to discuss the issues children raised in regards to how 

they felt about these comments, although they were not part of what was 

being trialled, they show the impact of evaluative comments.   

‘…sometimes, when it is something a little too bad I get a little 
bit upset’   V, 2 Interviews, Transcript 2 (Appendix 4) 

She further explained this was in relation to comments on presentation 

and handwriting. This demonstrates evaluative comments that do not 

show children how to improve can have a negative impact.  
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A further child struggled in the interview in identifying NOW comments 

that helped him, unlike the other children. When he finally managed to 

find something he found helpful he read; 

‘…….I was the one who got the best, I got a sticker..’ 
reads…’wow excellent sentences’   P, 2 Interviews, Transcript 1 
(Appendix 4) 

This evaluative feedback is linked with reward and praise and when asked 

how this helped him he responded; 

‘It improved me because I was in the thing, I didn’t talk…’  ‘..and I 
was working quietly’    P, 2 Interviews, Transcript 1 (Appendix 4) 

This child had misunderstood the importance of feedback in improving his 

work and instead was focusing on behaviour. This child also struggled with 

presentation and throughout the year had received lots of evaluative 

feedback in his book regarding presentation and handwriting. This conflict, 

still evident in his book, between evaluative feedback and descriptive 

feedback to specify improvement is possibly preventing him from using 

descriptive NOW feedback more effectively. The responses given suggest 

there could have been conflict in his perception of feedback. Not all of the 

feedback he was given had helped him to improve. I found that he was 

more readily able to discuss what he found unhelpful than helpful. During 

this part of the interview he appeared much more able to share his 

experiences.  He drew attention to an evaluative comment and a 

scaffolded comment which he explained he had not answered because he 

needed more help.  
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Even though the Clarke (2003) ‘success and improvement strategy for 

marking’ was employed for giving WOW and NOW feedback, other 

feedback, relating to presentation, was impacting on children’s perceptions 

of feedback overall and some responses suggest this could be interfering 

with the impact of WOW and NOW feedback for some children.  

Dialogue 

The children’s responses demonstrated problems arose from a lack of a 

system to ensure a dialogue with feedback. Feedback was written, it was 

checked, but not always with the child.  

One child commented they only wrote a little bit in response to feedback 

because they only had a few lines left at the bottom of the page. Another 

child stated they did not complete their NOW comment because they 

‘found that hard.’ (P, 2 Interview, Transcript 1) and ‘I wanted Miss to come 

help me’. A further child felt that they had already done what the comment 

was asking them to do. In all these instances a dialogue with the teacher 

would have enabled the feedback to have more of an impact.  

 

Time 

This theme also featured in the set 1 interviews. The children all preferred 

to complete NOW comments for the same piece of work, rather than 

future pieces, although this is not to say that they did not then use it for 

future pieces for support.  
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Future Improvements 

This theme also featured in the set 1 interviews. Children explained 

throughout the interviews how they used NOW feedback to help them in 

future pieces of work.  

‘After you done that bit, you can use the past tense to do other 
pieces of work’           D, 2 Interview, Transcript 1 (Appendix 4) 

‘When I do a letter or something in the past tense and I am 
stuck on the word ‘eat’ I just go back and there I have it’     W, 2 
Interview, Transcript 1 (Appendix 4) 

This demonstrated the power of the feedback beyond the piece of work it 

was helping to improve. This related to all types of feedback; prompts, 

scaffolded and example feedback.  

Dependency vs Self-Efficacy  

One child, who was a MA child, constantly referred to the teacher’s 

comments to improve her work, and it could be suggested they were 

dependent on the teacher’s comments to improve.  In response to what 

NOW comments this MA child found helpful; 

‘…it helped me because things that I don’t know I don’t really do 
it, teacher tells me to do it and I do it’      

‘…it is good to answer what your teacher has written down 
because if we don’t understand it, she is making us understand 
it and she is writing it in our books so we can do it.’      M, 2 
Interviews, Transcript 1 (Appendix 4) 

This child constantly referred to the teacher as a guide to what they didn’t 

know and helping them to improve through written feedback. This deeply 

reveals this child’s perceptions of the NOW feedback and her view of the 

teacher’s role.  
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This is in contrast to one of the HA children who took the comments and 

was able to reflect and make decisions for himself. They were able to 

discuss their role in the feedback. They demonstrated a real desire to use 

the NOW comments to improve that was not shown by the other children. 

However, this child was also more articulate, which may have been a factor 

in this difference.  

‘On my WOWs I think I did some good things, but on some of 
the WOWs I still want to improve it more and more’  D, 2 
Interview, Transcript 2 (Appendix 4) 

They also showed a reflective quality to their improvements, again, which 

was not found from the other children. 

‘I understood this and I should have done a bit more’   D, 
2 Interview, Transcript 2 (Appendix 4) 

It could be suggested that the HA child views themselves as a more active 

agent in responding to their NOW feedback where they are harnessing self-

efficacy and that the MA child was showing more dependence on the 

teacher but did understand the importance it had to improve her work. 

Both of these children were very articulate and this would have enabled 

them to share these responses within the interviews, it would have been 

interesting to try to ascertain these views from the other children that 

participated in the interviews. This highlights the limiting process of the 

interviews, as being able to articulate ones thoughts is also dependent on 

one’s ability to do so.  
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Analysis of trialled feedback 

 

After identifying ability differences within self-efficacy, and in types of 

feedback that were found to be helpful in the interviews, I decided to 

analyse all the types of feedback found in the children’s Literacy books. 

This included before and after the new success and improvement strategy 

was trialled and only with children who participated in the set 2 interviews. 

I analysed the feedback again using Tunstall and Gipps (1996) ‘Typology of 

teacher feedback’ (Appendix 1). Furthermore I categorised all of the 

improvement comments they were given into; reminder prompts, 

scaffolded and examples (Appendix 6 Figure 1.8).  I analysed this with the 

attainment groups of the children.  

I found differences in the feedback that was given to children. I gave higher 

attaining children more reminder prompts than lower attaining children. 

More examples were given to lower attaining children than higher 

attaining children. (Although whether these differences are significant is 

not answered here). All children were given scaffolded prompts, and this 

was the most popular feedback given. When writing feedback for children I 

gave them feedback that I thought they needed in order to improve that 

piece of work and something which I thought that they could cope with 

(choosing between reminder prompts, scaffolded and example feedback). 

There was no ideal formula, to provide certain types of feedback to certain 

groups or pupils. It was observed that some children were not given 

reminder prompts, and some examples. It could be argued that this 
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impacted on their preference for certain types, as if they did not receive all 

types to compare then their experiences would be limited in making a 

choice about what was helpful. This is a limitation of the study.  

In examining the feedback according to Tunstall and Gipps’ (1996) typology 

I found that it was a child who had poor presentation that was given the 

most B2 comments (disapproving), and the only child to receive A2 

feedback (punishing). It also showed that although A1 feedback was rare, it 

was not given to all children, showing some children did not receive any 

rewards/stickers/smiley faces in their books. From this analysis I only drew 

out large discrepancies as a statistical analysis would be required to find 

significant differences between the numerical data, of which there was 

little.  
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Discussion 

Here I shall discuss my findings in the context of the research questions I 

set out to answer and assess how this fits in with the current body of 

research.  

First I shall focus on how children perceived written feedback in general 

including forms of written feedback other than WOW and NOW comments. 

Analysis showed some evaluative views of feedback. Findings here support 

Tunstall and Gipps’ (1996) findings, to some extent, in their study into 

teacher feedback, where feedback tended to be evaluative. Although, a 

mature understanding of written feedback for improvement was also 

found. A success and improvement next-step marking strategy was already 

employed at the start of this research. This marking strategy was preferred 

to ticks and crosses. This suggests that the success and improvement 

strategy was already having an impact in the way children perceived 

feedback, where views of improvement were outweighing evaluative 

views.  

Now I shall attempt to answer my sub-questions in to order to concentrate 

the analysis of the findings and arrive at some conclusions. 

1. What do children think about WOW and NOW comments in their Literacy 

books? 

Children confidently saw WOW and NOW feedback as a way to view what 

they had done well and as a way to improve, demonstrating a uniform 

mature understanding of this strategy. 
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 From analysing the feedback, I found, before the trial started, that even 

though feedback specified improvement it was not specific enough to act 

upon to improve the work e.g. ‘Remember to include connectives’. This 

finding supports Black et al’s (2002: 10) view that feedback needs ‘to cause 

thinking to take place’ and give guidance on how, it is this gap that I found 

from an analysis of my own feedback. This, as well as my own 

dissatisfaction, highlighted the need for something further in order to 

provide quality success and improvement next step feedback.  In the set 1  

interviews children commented on these types of feedback, lower and 

middle attaining children stated that they might forget to ‘Remember to..’, 

which highlights the need for something different and also the low impact, 

if any, that this feedback had. Although, the interviews revealed that a 

higher attaining child could cope with this.  

The interviews showed that something further may have been needed for 

lower and middle attaining children to close the gap. With most of the 

feedback analysed being categorised as Cc2, where no clear instruction on 

improvement was given, it seems that this was not working for these 

children.  

In the set 1 interviews children were divided over the question of when to 

read and act upon their feedback, with higher attaining children stating 

they could remember to do this for future pieces. By the set 2 interviews all 

children stated that they would prefer to act upon their feedback for the 

same piece of work. This may be a result of the trialled feedback asking the 

children to make changes to the same piece of work, rather than a 
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‘Remember to…’ comment. This suggests a positive reaction to the trialled 

feedback.   This argument does not quite fit into the debate on timings in 

feedback, as that focuses on delayed versus immediate. Both examples in 

my study were of delayed, one option (Remember to comment) more 

delayed than another (trialled feedback, to be acted on in the afternoon or 

the next morning). Shute (2008) reported inconsistent findings on the 

impact of timings on feedback. Shute (2008) further advocated delayed or 

immediate feedback dependent on task type or level of difficulty. However, 

ascertaining task difficulty and measuring effectiveness of timings was not 

the purpose of this study, but could be an important factor to consider for 

future research to improve learning gains from feedback.  

Both the questionnaires and the set 1 interviews showed an understanding 

of, and desire for, approval feedback from the teacher. This may reflect 

some of the feedback that they were used to (analysis of feedback showed 

approval and disapproval feedback was evident in children’s books) and 

the cycle of dependency on the teacher to know if they had done well. In 

the set 1 interviews there were some negative evaluations regarding 

written feedback, including WOW and NOW comments. In analysing the 

feedback it was noted that some WOW and NOW comments were linked 

with approval and disapproval comments (A1, B1 and B2). With approval or 

disapproval feedback the children may have linked the feedback that they 

received with feelings about themselves showing that for some children 

they potentially associated being given improvements with failure.  
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Results here support Hargreaves’ (2013) research into classroom feedback 

which stated children were dependent on the teacher’s approval or 

disapproval, and that they recognised their own emotional response. From 

the set 1 interviews it could be argued that children gave emotional 

responses to the feedback they were given (even when this feedback did 

not give approval or disapproval) e.g. ‘I feel sad..’ (A. Transcript 1, Appendix 

4). This could suggest that the conflict in feedback that they were given had 

resulted in this relationship with feedback even when only attainment and 

improvement was specified. This finding supports the literature which 

shows that this type of feedback is common in classrooms today and 

furthermore that it holds little value in helping children to improve (Hattie 

and Timperley, 2007). 

The children’s perceptions were important here in asking further 

questions; why did the children want approval comments; why were they 

giving negative emotional responses to improvement feedback that did not 

have any approval or disapproval comments? 

Although the trialled feedback had moved away from evaluative approval 

or disapproval comments, or feedback about the self, some of this type of 

feedback was still in the books, and may have contributed to a conflicting 

message to the children. The trialled feedback could be more readily 

compared with Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) FT, FP and FR in their 

framework of feedback, rather than their FS feedback which had been 

more evident previously.  
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Hargreaves (2013) further argued that the children in her study were 

motivated by a performance orientation in their dependency on the 

teacher’s approval. It was the teacher’s own feedback of approval and 

disapproval that may have led to this orientation. This highlights the 

performance orientation versus task orientation debate which links in with 

feedback, demonstrated by Hargreaves. Within the literature goal 

orientation is connected with feedback, suggesting that feedback can be 

differentially received dependent on the orientation of the receiver (Shute, 

2008). Dweck (in Shute, 2008) presented a model of goal orientation; 

learning or performance. Learning orientation is focused on developing 

skills, whereas performance orientation is focused on comparisons with 

others and a desire to be positively evaluated (Farr, Hofman and 

Ringeback, in Shute,, 2008). This suggests that feedback given may lead to 

or encourage certain orientations. Black et al (2002: 19) reported findings 

that suggested feedback related to rewards and comparisons may lead to a 

performance orientation and feedback that focuses on ‘what needs to be 

done’ can encourage a belief in improvement that can ‘enhance learning’ 

through motivation, which could be considered a learning orientation. 

From my reading I have come to understand that the focus needs to be on 

a learning orientation rather than a performance orientation, where all 

children have a degree of self-efficacy and a focus on self-improvement 

and not a comparison with others. 

Although the children’s learning orientations were not examined in the 

study, it may have proved useful to research this in relation to the findings.   
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Some of the children’s desire for further approval feedback may have been 

due to a performance orientation, despite the WOW and NOW feedback in 

the books. However, this also may partly be explained by some of the 

approval and disapproval feedback that was evident in the books even 

before this research began, suggesting that my own initial feedback may 

have contributed to this child’s performance orientation from forming. This 

highlights the cyclical nature and impact of feedback and its impact on 

further learning.   

Targeted feedback may then have supported a lead a way from a 

performance orientation towards a learning orientation (as well as other 

classroom practices). A study into feedback specificity and learning 

orientation (Davis, Carson, Ammeter and Treadway in Shute, 2008) found 

feedback specificity has a significant influence on the performance of those 

with low learning orientation. This suggests that feedback can be 

effectively differentiated according to learning orientation. Although this 

study used a management decision-making task in its test, which it could 

be argued limits the applicability of its findings to a classroom context. 

Orientation may further be linked with the self-efficacy levels of the 

children, as a performance orientation demonstrates a clear dependence 

on the teacher to know whether one has done well or not.  

If learning orientation and feedback are linked then it follows that this is 

something further to be considered when providing feedback to 

individuals. It may be valuable to ask; what is the teacher’s role in 

increasing a learning orientation among pupils? A classroom richly 
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embedded with AfL practices would hopefully have children with a learning 

orientation.  

2. What written next step comments do children find helpful in Literacy? 

 

What the children thought was helpful will be discussed. Analysing the set 

2 interviews after the trialled ‘success and improvement strategy for 

marking’ different feedback was found to be helpful by different 

attainment groups. Differences were found between higher attaining and 

lower attaining children in the feedback that they found helpful. 

Differences between higher and middle attaining children, as well as lower 

and middle attaining children, were not as evident. The three types of 

trialled feedback were examined; reminder prompts, scaffolded and 

examples. Scaffolded feedback was found  to be helpful by all, and it must 

be noted that these comments did give children words or sentences to use, 

and in the set 1 interviews these were referred to as examples, however, in 

set 2 interviews Clarke’s ‘examples’ are something different, where 

children choose whole examples of the teacher’s text to include.  Higher 

and middle attaining children reported finding reminder prompts more 

helpful compared with lower attaining children. Lower and middle 

attaining children reported finding examples more helpful compared with 

higher attaining children.  

The findings of this study lend some way to supporting the literature that 

differentiated feedback is helpful in children making learning gains. 

However, it is the children’s view of what they found to be helpful, and no 



64 
 

 

independent test was carried out to verify if these types of feedback 

preferred did lead to further learning gains.  Shute’s (2008) review of 

formative feedback supported differentiated feedback, according to ability. 

Shute argued feedback needed to match a learner’s cognitive needs. Shute 

(2008: 157) stated that for learners who are struggling formative feedback 

can reduce the cognitive load to then enable the learner to cope with the 

high demands of the task.  

The feedback given may have been differentiated by myself, in part, 

through being related to the targets that each child had been given, which 

was a school requirement that each child was given twice each half term. 

Knowing what works for a child, through a dialogue or merely an 

understanding of what has worked previously was supportive in writing 

feedback that I thought the child would engage with. One particular child 

struggled with speech marks, and therefore this became something that 

the NOW feedback focused on when appropriate. It was in knowing this 

child, through dialogue and previous interactions that an understanding of 

what NOW feedback would work for them that then acted as a guide in 

providing feedback. Knowledge of the child also helped to guide what type 

of feedback was required e.g. is an example needed or will a prompt 

suffice? Therefore an understanding of the child’s attainment and ability 

can offer some support in providing feedback that will potentially support 

learning gains. However it was in knowing the child and personalising 

feedback in what would work for them that also proved valuable in this 

study.  



65 
 

 

In support of differentiated feedback Hanna (in Shute, 2008) found 

different attainment groups found different feedback to yield the highest 

feedback. These differences were significant for higher attaining and lower 

attaining children but not for middle attaining children. This supports my 

findings where differentiated feedback was more consistently preferred 

between higher and lower attaining children (although whether these 

differences were significant was not examined). 

Shute (2008) set out guidelines for feedback differentiated according to 

ability. For lower attainers or those with low self-efficacy Shute advocated 

the use of more explicit guidance and structure. 

‘thus hints may not be as helpful as more explicit directive 
feedback’ Shute (2008: 180) 

Clarke also (2003: 99) reported example feedback as more used with 

‘younger children or children who need more specific support in 

making an improvement.’ For higher-attaining children hints and 

prompts were deemed beneficial by Shute.  

Shute’s (2008) guidance for differentiated feedback sits well with 

Clarke’s (2003), and my own findings from using the ‘success and 

improvement strategy for marking’. Differentiated feedback for 

higher and lower attaining groups is specified, which is where 

differences were identified in my study.  Shute’s explicit feedback 

could be linked with Clarke’s example feedback, and the prompts for 

higher ability students matches Clarke’s prompt feedback.  
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The interviews, both before and after the trialled feedback, reported 

feedback that children could use in future pieces of work was helpful. This 

related to examples, scaffolded or reminder comments. Therefore any 

feedback that gives guidance or direction on a piece of work, for example 

when completing work of a similar topic or genre, children were able to 

look back through their books for support. This was also found in the 

KMOFAP project.  

‘The students came to realize that the comments helped them 
in their future work’ Black et al (2004: 45) 

Clarke (2003) also reported findings where children used feedback in 

later pieces of work, which demonstrates the power of the feedback 

beyond its original intentions.  This supports a longer term formative 

impact where the feedback given enables children to continue to 

make learning gains. This is helpful for teachers to know so it can be 

used when it is considered a child needs longer term support in order 

to learn something successfully.  

Children reported general feedback related to spellings, presentation and 

quantity as not helpful, although some children found spelling corrections 

a little bit helpful. These types of feedback were evident in the children’s 

books, and more for some than others. This supports Black and Wiliam’s 

(1998) criticisms of current feedback practice. Clarke (2003: 67) further 

argues that this type of feedback does not result in learning gains, stating 

feedback about too much criteria can ‘cause demoralisation, puts children 

off writing’.   
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3. What written next step comments are most helpful in moving children 
forward? 

 

Here an understanding of what is helpful will be discussed drawing on  

the children’s responses in this study and the current body of research  

in this area. 

Differentiated feedback is most helpful which is supported both by 

the literature and findings in this study, however it is important to 

note that this being solely dependent on ability could prove a flawed 

approach. Through this research and an understanding of the current 

literature I have found that ability, self-efficacy and knowledge of the 

child all have a part to play and more. Differentiated feedback based 

on ability does help to provide a guide to what may work and this did 

help me in choosing feedback to give to different children e.g. 

example, reminder prompt or scaffolded, however, ability and 

attainment is not fixed and therefore an understanding of knowing 

the child further supported guidance in writing comments that would 

support learning gains. Clarke (2000: 43) supports this stating the 

teacher has to; 

‘think about the exact needs of the child-tailoring the 
comment’ 

 For example if a child of higher ability was having difficulty on a topic 

an example feedback may have worked better, than merely hints or 

prompts. Furthermore my study revealed differences in children’s 

self-efficacy, which was not a focus of the study. However, 
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considering the children’s self-efficacy regardless of ability I found to 

be helpful in giving feedback. If a child had low self-efficacy then a 

more structured and supported approach in feedback would 

potentially give more support to that child e.g. by giving examples or 

scaffolded feedback rather than reminder prompts. This is supported 

by Shute (2008: 180). 

‘Provide early support and structure for low-achieving students 
(or those with low self-efficacy)’ 

Therefore having support as a teacher in giving quality feedback is 

helpful e.g. using Clarke’s (2003) ‘success and improvement strategy 

for marking’, however, using a number of factors to guide teachers in 

choosing how it is given is also important.   

Therefore in answering what is good feedback, and hence helpful in 

moving children forward, Hargreaves’ (2013) understanding of 

burdensome feedback may in part be an understanding of the child 

and hence a dialogue with the child becomes paramount.  

Now an understanding of self-efficacy found in this study will be discussed 

further. Results identified differences between the children’s self-efficacy 

and the way in which they took on board feedback. It is important to note 

that measures of self-efficacy were not taken, however observations on 

comments that the children made demonstrated differences observable by 

myself, the researcher. This observation proved valuable as it 

demonstrated that the power of feedback may also, in part, be dependent 
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on the child’s capacity to use it independently. Therefore just focusing on 

what feedback is written is only part of the problem. It is also important to 

note that self-efficacy is not strictly linked to attainment levels of the child. 

There may be a child who is at the lower attainment level for their year 

group, however display high levels of self-efficacy.  Therefore attainment 

and self-efficacy cannot be seen as exclusively linked.  

Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) four levels of feedback included FR (self-

regulation) which was thought to be mediated by the ability to self-assess 

or create one’s own internal feedback. They further argued that those with 

less self-regulation strategies depended more on external factors such as 

the teacher. This supported the findings of this study where one child 

constantly referred to a dependency on the teacher to improve.  

‘…teacher tells me to do it and I do it’     ’      M, 2 Interviews, 
Transcript 1 (Appendix 4) 

It could be argued, that according to Hattie and Timperley’s model, this 

child required development in self-regulation strategies to boost self-

efficacy. This is helpful as it highlights to the teacher that that child may 

need more structured feedback, even if their attainment level is not low.  

Kluger and DeNisi (in Hattie and Timperley, 2007) also commented on self-

efficacy in feedback, stating that feedback is more effective when it 

enhances self-efficacy, where attention is directed to the task which results 

in more effort. This suggests that by engaging with feedback more readily 

self-efficacy can be improved. However, it may be the children who already 

have high levels of self-efficacy that are engaging readily with feedback and 
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therefore there needs to be something else that begins this cycle for some 

children.  Hattie and Timperley (2007: 101) state the 

‘manner in which individuals interpret feedback information is 
the key to developing positive and valuable concepts of self-
efficacy about learning,’  

They further argue that it is the students who often view feedback as the 

responsibility of the teacher, and that teacher’s need to find ways for 

students to ask their own questions thereby increasing children’s’ self-

efficacy. The question of ‘where to next?’ requires pupil involvement or the 

risk becomes ‘wherever the teacher tells me to go’ (Hattie and Timperley, 

2007: 103). It could be suggested that it is this response that child M had in 

my study, with constant reference to the teacher in what their next steps 

were. Steps to remedy this could result in further learning gains for this 

child. They further argue that students who are able to question and reflect 

seek feedback ‘that allows for the best opportunities for learning’ (Hattie 

and Timplerley, 2007: 104). In my study child D demonstrated this 

reflective quality, and was a higher attaining child within the class, 

although whether this contributes to his attainment level, was not 

examined.  

Clarke (2000: 43) drew attention to some of the positive impacts of 

focused marking ‘Self-evaluation is improved’. This suggests that by using 

the ‘success and improvement strategy for marking’ levels of self-efficacy 

may also improve.  However, this was not observed in this study nor was it 

this study’s intentions. It would be interesting to observe whether this 
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strategy had an impact on self-efficacy. However, when other marking is 

also employed emotions linked to this feedback may still interfere with 

views of marking overall.  

Hargreaves (2013: 231) studied how teacher feedback contributed to 

children’s sense of autonomy, defined as ‘taking the initiative, acting 

independently’. Hargreaves found that a child’s desire for self-regulation 

was linked with their changing emotions which in part were the result of 

the feedback that they received. This highlights the teacher’s role in 

supporting a sense of autonomy and self-efficacy. It supports the idea that 

teacher feedback can contribute towards achieving self-efficacy for 

children. It was pondered whether feedback that had a tendency to control 

could possibly limit a child’s sense of autonomy (Ryan and Deci, in 

Hargreaves, 2013). For example feedback that is too directive. This brings 

us back to knowing the child, and providing feedback that allows challenge 

tailored for that child and to avoid emotions by focusing feedback on the 

learning, which will be discussed further.   It also highlights the role of the 

teacher in their context. Hargreaves (2013: 243) argues that it is a child’s 

learning autonomy that is valuable in AfL and how teachers feedback 

relates to this, Hargreaves concluded that teacher feedback was ‘a key 

ingredient for ensuring that children’s learning autonomy flourishes’.  

This study revealed differences in self-efficacy and the way feedback was 

viewed. The literature links feedback and self-efficacy, but there is no clear 

guide or steps in how to remedy low levels of self-efficacy, only a guide to 

provide more structured feedback if this is observed. Additionally, there is 
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the teacher’s role to consider, in providing feedback that encourages a 

sense of autonomy and not a dependency on the teacher. Shute (2008) 

states that feedback effects may differ as a result of individual differences, 

including academic self-efficacy and suggests that these motivation aspects 

of feedback are researched. Current literature suggests that working on 

improving levels of self-efficacy with feedback may result in learning gains 

and therefore proves valuable in researching further (Hattie and Timperley, 

2007).  

An important finding of this study was child P, who, from analysis of the 

interviews demonstrated a better understanding of what feedback was 

unhelpful rather than what feedback was helpful. Analysis of this child’s 

feedback proved interesting, throughout the year it revealed that they 

were given the most B2 (disapproving) feedback and they were the only 

child to receive A2 feedback (punishing) (as categorised by Tunstall and 

Gipps’ typology of teacher feedback, 1996). This feedback was linked with 

the child’s difficulties with presentation and handwriting. Through the 

interviews the child demonstrated a difficulty to identify any feedback that 

was helpful although their book showed that example and scaffolded 

feedback were present. Child Ps responses will be examined considering 

the debate around feedback that links to the self rather than the 

task/process. 

The feedback that was given to this child consisted of various formats, one 

of which included the ‘success and improvement strategy for marking’. 

Other marking, that consisted of both A2 and B2 (Tunstall and Gipps, 1996) 
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feedback often related to presentation, was present. This explains some of 

the ‘conflict’ within the interviews regarding the feedback, as it was mixed.  

Some of the feedback was evaluative in nature and was linked with 

approval and disapproval from the teacher, for example an unhappy face 

drawn in the literacy book (work was marked by different teachers). The 

literature has shown that this is not helpful and can cause demoralisation 

(Clarke, 2003). Hattie and Timperley (2007: 86) reported how feedback was 

more effective when there were low rather than high levels of threat to 

self-esteem and this was possibly because ‘low-threat conditions allow 

attention to be paid to the feedback’. This may explain to some extend why 

child P was unable to readily find feedback that was helpful. Additionally 

this feedback may have created a cycle of dependency on the teacher for 

approval/disapproval feedback, where the child was unable to self-asses 

their work. 

The A2 and B2 feedback that was identified in child Ps book could be 

described as feedback related to the self, as this was evaluative feedback 

regarding child Ps performance (rather than a description of how to 

improve). Kluger and DeNisi (1996: 275) concluded, in their metal-analysis 

that this type of feedback had a decreased impact, when compared with 

feedback about the task and process. In their preliminary FIT they 

highlighted that not all feedback was effective highlighting that some 

feedback is actually negative in its impact stating, (regarding feedback) 

‘under certain conditions are detrimental to performance’. It could be 

argued that some of the feedback in child Ps book had a detrimental 
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impact in that they were unable to use their WOW and NOW more 

effectively. Moreover, this type of feedback, each time, was a missed 

opportunity to provide feedback that would support this child in making 

learning gains.  

The findings here support Hattie and Timerpley (2007) within their 

framework who found that feedback towards the self (FS), as a person, is 

least effective when compared with other forms of feedback e.g. feedback 

related to the processing of a task. Some of the feedback that was evident 

in child Ps book could be described as FS within this framework. This type 

of feedback has been firmly criticised (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996, Clarke, 

2003). 

Hargreaves et al (2000) concluded that with evaluative feedback, including 

the expression of approval and disapproval, the control remains with the 

teacher. It could be argued that feeding back to child P in this way, even 

when only in part, reduced opportunities for self-regulation and 

improvement. Here, viewing feedback as a double edged sword becomes 

salient, as the unintended consequences of negative feedback become 

apparent, in its longer lasting impact. On reflection child P only improved 

minimally in their presentation throughout the year, despite feedback 

persistently related to this in their books.  Although not examined, the 

unintended consequences for this child can only be pondered at, however, 

Thompson (in Hattie and Timperley, 2007: 95) stated unclear evaluative 

feedback could; 
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 ‘exacerbate negative outcomes, engender uncertain self-
images, and lead to poor performance.’ 

Although other children did receive some similar, B2, feedback this 

child received the most, and therefore is discussed here, however, it 

remains to be noted that other children may have given similar 

responses if they were interviewed.  

The consequences of feedback given to child P give support to a use 

of a success and improvement strategy for providing feedback and a 

move away from feedback on presentation, quantity and spelling 

(unless that is the learning intention), and evaluative comments 

linked to the self. A use of this strategy may go some way to 

preventing the unintended consequences of feedback that may do 

more harm than good.  

Hargreaves (2013: 243) advised that ‘both parties must reflect, converse 

and make changes’. This discussion therefore concludes that that a 

dialogue is required to provide feedback at the correct level and consider a 

child’s self-efficacy, attainment, goal orientation, sense of autonomy and 

prevent the unintended consequences of feedback.  

Using the ‘success and improvement strategy for marking’ proved valuable. 

On reflection, more time using this method would have been beneficial for 

children to draw on more experiences when responding to questions 

(particularly considering my part-time role). On reflection of my own 

practice I believed that this study helped me to improve as a teacher.  I felt 
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that I was able to meet my aims; in producing more effective written 

feedback through an understanding of the current literature and a dialogue 

with children about their perceptions of my feedback. In line with Clarke’s 

(2000) reports I found this method time consuming, however, this element 

improved throughout the project, as well as my breath of knowledge about 

what comments to write and knowing what might work.  

Steps forward now need to focus on a deeper dialogue between pupil and 

teacher. This would have strengthened the impact of some of the feedback 

as detailed in the results in this study, and thereby preventing missed 

opportunities for maximum impact from feedback.  

In Tunstall and Gipps (1996) typology of teacher feedback a final section D1 

and D2 is detailed which relates to feedback that is constructing 

achievement and constructing improvement. It is this type of feedback 

which gives precedence to a dialogue between teacher and pupil, where 

there is more of a power balance in the process.  With this feedback there 

is a ‘mutual articulation of achievement’ and a ‘mutual critical appraisal’, 

here pupils begin to self-assess alongside the teacher and a dialogue can 

begin to emerge (Tunstall and Gipps, 1996: 190). A minimal amount of my 

feedback was categorised in this way before the trialled method began and 

this was where feedback had been discussed with the child and then 

written in books. However, the extent to which this can be achieved with 

distance marking is questionable. There still does need to be room for 

more of a dialogue in feedback, as this was also where my feedback was 

limited. Even in the process of finding out whether that feedback worked 
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for that child, would be a good starting point. So it is the ‘what’ feedback 

that has been asked in this study, and there has been some development 

into answering what works, however it is the ‘how’, that now needs to be 

answered. How can a dialogue be developed in giving and receiving 

feedback in the primary classroom? It may be that it is a philosophy in 

learning itself that can develop this dialogue. Askew and Lodge (in Askew, 

2000) in their models of teaching, learning and feedback detailed three 

different models; ‘Receptive transmission’, ‘Constructive’ and ‘Co-

constructive’. It is the Co-constructive model that I look to now in 

developing this ideal of dialogue in feedback.  This model was described as 

‘Feedback is a dialogue, formed by loops connecting the participants’ 

(Askew and Lodge, in Askew 2000: 4).  This is something further that I will 

research in the literature and begin to examine in my own classroom to 

move forward from the knowledge and practices that have been gained.  
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Conclusion 

‘What are children’s perceptions of written feedback in helping them to 

improve their writing?’ 

In conclusion to my research question, children in my setting perceived the 

written feedback to help them to improve, they had a positive perception 

of the WOW and NOW success and improvement strategy for making 

improvements and informing them of what they had done well. 

Differentiated comments linked to ability were found to be helpful to some 

extent. Furthermore a limited number of differences were observed in the 

self-efficacy of children that linked to their views about feedback, which 

raises further research questions in regard to feedback and how this can be 

improved. There was no specific comment that was found most helpful, 

which would support Shute’s view that;  

‘there is no “best” type of formative feedback for all learners 
and learning outcomes’ (2008: 182).  

However, the research did highlight what the children found unhelpful in 

moving learning forward e.g. a focus on approval and disapproval and 

presentation, which did suggest that this could interfere with future 

improvement feedback even when it did not focus on these aspects. The 

findings also suggested that the feedback given could contribute to how it 

was received and later received e.g. in goal orientation. This strongly 

highlighted the teachers’ role in contributing to the power of feedback.  In 

summary the findings support the literature that feedback related to the 

task and away from the self is preferred in children making learning gains 
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(Kluger and DeNisi, 1996, Hattie and Timperley, 2007, Clarke, 2003). 

However, Hattie and Timperley (2007) state that feedback that mixes 

comments about the self and the task is less effective than just feedback 

about the task alone. The feedback was mixed in my context, both WOW 

and NOW was used alongside merits and stickers. It could be argued that 

children’s perceptions of feedback may have changed if feedback about the 

task, using just WOW and NOW, was used alone.  

The method trialled; Clarke’s (2003) ‘success and improvement strategy for 

marking’ was a useful tool in providing feedback about the task and 

processes, although it was unable to support in choosing which specific 

feedback might help a child the most. This came from an understanding 

and knowledge of the child in their context. This method enabled feedback 

to focus on the formative effects on learning with clear instructions, which 

was a gap identified from my own feedback. However, with 1 SEN child oral 

feedback was preferred compared with written feedback, which support 

findings from Clarke (2003). On reflection, more time using this method 

would have been beneficial for children to draw on more experiences 

when responding to questions (particularly considering my part-time role). 

It is important to note that this was a small scale study conducted by 

myself, within my own setting. Caveats of demand characteristics are 

evident at each step of the process. The findings could be considered a 

snapshot of a practise within a specific time and place and therefore 

generalisations are reduced. However, as a piece of research that may 
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support practitioners in researching their own context, or thought 

provoking research for similar studies, or reflection, it proves valuable.  

Finding types of comments that help children is important, however 

through this research I have come to understand that it is the classroom 

culture, the self-esteem, goal orientation and self-efficacy of the children 

that are high level factors in the impact of the feedback, as well as the 

feedback itself. This is supported by Hattie and Timerley (2007: 81). 

‘the type of feedback and the way it is given can be 
differentially effective’  

Managing this in the classroom is just as important as getting the feedback 

just right to maximise children’s learning gains. It is this ‘multi-dimensional 

view of feedback’ (Shute, 2008: 176) that needs to be considered along 

with the feedback itself, as it is no longer acceptable to just consider the 

written comment and consider it a job done. I agree with Shwartz and 

White’s (in Shute, 2008: 176) view where 

‘situational and individual characteristics of the instructional 
context and learner are considered along with the nature and 
quality of a feedback message’  

Furthermore, it is the teacher’s role and their contributions to a 

development of learning and improvement that will then impact on the 

feedback written and hence how it is then received. It is the teacher’s role 

within this cycle that cannot be ignored, to be reflective and consider some 

of the unintended consequences of feedback which may do more harm 

than good.  Developing a true AfL classroom where formative strategies are 
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embedded, and support each other, supports the impact of written 

feedback. This shows that there is a long way to go in fulfilling formative 

assessment in the classroom, as written feedback only forms one piece of 

the puzzle. However, it may be when these conditions are set, that these 

‘impressive gains’ are reached (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996: 278).  

Through this piece of action research  I have found that obtaining 

children’s views about something that is done to them is very important 

and can go some way to minimising the imbalance of power in learning in 

the classroom. The children’s perceptions here were valuable in 

contributing to a cycle of learning that helped all involved to move forward. 

I was able to reach my aims by learning about feedback that can support 

learning gains in the classroom through understanding children’s 

perceptions of my feedback. On reflection of my own practice I believed 

that this study helped me to improve as a teacher.  I felt that I was able to 

meet my aims; in producing more effective written feedback through an 

understanding of the current literature and communication with children 

about their perceptions. In line with Clarke’s (2000) reports I found this 

method time consuming, however, this element improved throughout the 

project, as well as my breath of knowledge about what comments to write 

and knowing what might work. I felt that I had been able to use what I had 

learnt to inform my practise effectively. This is something I will continue to 

do, even beyond the length of this project, as the findings have changed 

my own practices as a teacher.  
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Through this research I felt I was able to put some of the current findings in 

the academic world of education in to practise, in a classroom context. 

However, it took another’s research (Clarke, 2003) to enable me to do this. 

This study supports the idea that teachers can make productive changes 

using research, as Black et al (2004: 57) found in the KMOFAP Project  

‘teachers can transform research results into new and effective 
practices’  

Putting current research findings to practise in the classroom is important 

and more needs to be done to make research findings accessible and 

practical for teachers to implement.  

Further Research 

Now my research is complete, I end, armed with more knowledge and 

understanding about AfL in the classroom and practical ways to implement 

this, but it is not answers but further questions to support the initial 

research that completes this research project; 

-How can self-efficacy been increased for children who do not 

know how to use feedback to improve? 

-What systems can be put in place to develop children gaining 

further, in my context, from written feedback e.g. dialogue? 
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