
 
 

 

 

 

 

Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback 
in Higher Education 

PhD dissertation 

 

Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aarhus BSS 
Aarhus University 

Centre for Teaching and Learning 
2019 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Main supervisor:  Dr Torben K. Jensen, Centre for Teaching and Learning, Aarhus University 

Co-supervisor: Professor Anders Buch, Department of Learning and Philosophy, Aalborg 

University Copenhagen 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 1 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

 

This dissertation has been a long time in the making, and handing it in leaves me both relieved and 

proud. However, it would not have been possible without the good people around me.  

First of all, I would like to thank my supervisor, Dr. Torben K. Jensen, for his support 

throughout my research and for helping me with my texts. His wise comments were always useful, 

and I always left our meetings with renewed energy to continue my task.  

My co-supervisor, Professor Anders Buch, deserves great appreciation for guiding me in the 

right direction regarding theoretical questions. I would also like to thank him for warmly welcoming 

me at the Department of Learning and Philosophy, Aalborg University, where I studied for a month.  

My first supervisor, Professor Jan Engberg, supported me very much in my first year and 

made me feel that I was learning as I should, which was a great help for me. Thank you, Jan! 

I had a wonderful stay at Oxford Brookes University, where Dr. Berry O’Donovan introduced 

me to Dr. Karen Handley, Dr. Margareth Price and Dr. Jill Millar. I owe these scholars my interest in 

exploring contexts for engagement with feedback. Their warm reception and willingness to debate 

with me was such a help, and I sincerely hope that they will read my work as a tribute to theirs.  

My landlady in Oxford, Judith Piggott, deserves special thanks for giving me a home during 

my two-month stay and for becoming a dear friend. 

I owe a warm thank you to my colleagues at the Centre for Teaching and Learning  at Aarhus 

University for supporting me and for undertaking tasks that would have disrupted work on my 

dissertation.  

Last but not least, thank you to my lovely family: my husband, Ib Larsen, and my children 

and grandchild for bearing with me and for keeping up my spirits.  

  



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 2 

 

 

 

 

Table of contents 

 

 

 

1 INTRODUCTION ...................................................................................................................................................... 5 

2 PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS ............................................................................................. 10 

2.1  PROBLEM STATEMENT ................................................................................................................................................. 10 

2.2 RESEARCH AIM ........................................................................................................................................................... 10 

2.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS ................................................................................................................................................. 10 

2.4 PAPERS ..................................................................................................................................................................... 11 

3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ................................................................................................................................. 12 

3.1 THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVIST APPROACH TO ENGAGEMENT .................................................................................................. 12 

3.2 THE PRACTICE-THEORETICAL APPROACH TO ENGAGEMENT ................................................................................................... 14 

3.3 TERMINOLOGY ........................................................................................................................................................... 17 

3.4  THE PERSONAL TRAJECTORIES OF PARTICIPATION .............................................................................................................. 18 

3.5 THE HISTORY OF PRACTICE THEORY ................................................................................................................................. 19 

3.5.1 Early contributors ........................................................................................................................................... 20 

3.5.2 Heidegger: Everydayness, agency and emotions ........................................................................................... 20 

3.5.3 Wittgenstein: Meaning and rule-following .................................................................................................... 21 

3.5.4 Neighbouring accounts of practice ................................................................................................................ 21 

3.5.5 Acting in accordance with practice and materiality ....................................................................................... 22 

4 METHODOLOGY .................................................................................................................................................... 25 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 3 

4.1 ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH ............................................................................................................................................ 25 

4.1.1 Observations .................................................................................................................................................. 26 

4.1.2  Interviews ...................................................................................................................................................... 27 

4.1.3 Artefacts ......................................................................................................................................................... 27 

4.2 DESIGN ..................................................................................................................................................................... 28 

4.2.1 The research context. ..................................................................................................................................... 28 

4.2.2 Criteria for selection of case and data. Pilot study. ....................................................................................... 29 

4.2.3 Recruitment of participants. .......................................................................................................................... 32 

4.3 DATA COLLECTION ....................................................................................................................................................... 33 

4.3.1 Observations .................................................................................................................................................. 33 

4.3.2 Interviews ....................................................................................................................................................... 34 

4.3.3 Artefacts ......................................................................................................................................................... 35 

4.4 DATA ANALYSIS .......................................................................................................................................................... 35 

4.4.1 Coding strategies. .......................................................................................................................................... 36 

4.4.2 Systematising and describing – Paper 2 ......................................................................................................... 37 

4.4.3 Systematising and describing – Paper 3 ......................................................................................................... 39 

5 SUMMARY OF RESULTS ........................................................................................................................................ 41 

5.1 PAPER 1 .................................................................................................................................................................... 41 

5.2 PAPER 2 .................................................................................................................................................................... 43 

5.3 PAPER 3 .................................................................................................................................................................... 45 

6  CONCLUSION ....................................................................................................................................................... 48 

ENGLISH SUMMARY ................................................................................................................................................ 51 

DANSK RESUMÉ ...................................................................................................................................................... 53 

APPENDIXES ............................................................................................................................................................ 55 

APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE: STUDENTS ........................................................................................................................... 56 

APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW GUIDE: LECTURERS .......................................................................................................................... 58 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 4 

APPENDIX C: TABLE OF INVENTION. ...................................................................................................................................... 59 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................................................ 60 

 

 

 

  



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 5 

 

 

1 Introduction 

 

 

An abundant literature points to the beneficial effects of feedback, be it to improve students’ work in 

progress, learning strategies or self-regulation (Sadler 1989; Boud and Molloy 2013; Nicol and 

Macfarlane-Dick 2006; Nicol 2014; Carless 2015). Yet literature also shows that too many students 

do not engage with feedback (Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton 2002; Sinclair and Cleland 2007; Bevan 

et al. 2008; Price, Handley, and Millar 2011; Robinson, Pope, and Holyoak 2013; Mulliner and 

Tucker 2017). One common indicator for the effectiveness of feedback has been students’ satisfaction 

with – as opposed to their engamement with – received feedback (Lea and Street 1998; Carless 2006; 

Blair et al. 2013a; Evans 2013). Literature on general academic engagement is growing, and a 

conceptual framework for understanding the rationales behind student engagement with feedback 

specifically has entered the scene. However, this field is still new. Contributions to the field seem to 

agree that context plays an important role in how students engage with feedback, but there is still 

work to do to better understand what this context might be and how it might be connected with 

feedback and engagement. That is the subject of this dissertation. The dissertation has both a 

theoretical and an empirical aim: It seeks to establish a theoretical view on context and to demonstrate 

with ethnographical methods whether this view provides useful answers to the question of why 

students sometimes do not engage with feedback. It adopts a practice-theoretical approach because it 

intends to provide a systematic description of how the social world enables and constrains human 

action. 

In this section, I will first show how research has developed a complex conception of feedback 

and fostered the focus on students’ engagement with it. The empirical literature on student 

engagement with feedback has focused primarily on finding single methods to improve engagement 

within the organisation of feedback, yet more recent research argues that this focus is too narrow and 

that broader contexts should be considered. I will then describe how this dissertation seeks to fill this 

research gap: by focusing on barriers for engagement, by adopting an ethnographic approach, by 
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using a conception of feedback as a social practice that embraces engagement with it, and by 

incorporating assumptions about the contextual influence on students’ engagement.  

Researchers recognise feedback as one of the most effective learning activities to strengthen 

the student’s learning (Hattie and Timperley 2007; Hattie 2012; Sadler 1989; Nicol 2010; Evans 

2013; Boud and Molloy 2013). On a general level, research on feedback can be seen as consisting of 

two main paradigms: the information paradigm and the process paradigm (Carless 2015). From a 

behaviouristic perspective, feedback – in line with its literal meaning – is a transmission of 

information about a product that prompts a reaction in the receiver: understanding and action. The 

purpose of this transmission of information is to ‘fill a gap’ between the expected level and the actual 

level of performance or understanding. The cognitivist perspective then sharpens requirements about 

the quality and delivery of such information, the most important being that feedback should be 

formative and based on criteria. (Ramaprasad 1983; Sadler 1989). It has also been argued that 

feedback should be used by the learner; otherwise it remains ‘dangling data’ (Boud and Molloy 2013, 

699).  If information is only stored and never used, it is simply not feedback (Orsmond, Merry, and 

Reiling 2005, 381). 

Social constructivist literature considers feedback to be a dialogical two-way process that 

involves teacher-student and peer-to-peer interaction as well as active learner engagement (Nicol 

2010; Laurillard 2005; Beaumont, O’Doherty, and Shannon 2011; Boud and Molloy 2013). In this 

process, students ‘make sense of information from varied sources and use it to enhance the quality of 

their work or learning strategy’ (Carless 2015). With this approach, focus shifts from the content and 

delivery of information towards a concern for how students engage with feedback. Burke (2009) 

asserts that the reception of feedback is increasingly understood as the beginning and not the end of 

the process, and Price, Handley and Millar (Price, Handley, and Millar 2011) highlight the need to 

emphasise the learner’s agentic engagement with feedback processes.  

Engaging with feedback can help students develop their self-regulation skills (Butler and 

Winne 1995). These skills are particularly developed when students learn to make evaluative 

judgements about their own and others’ work (Boud 2000; Hounsell 2007; Nicol 2009; Sadler 2010). 

Therefore, students should not only engage with received feedback but participate actively in whole 

feedback processes in which they also act as providers.   

 While many students do engage with feedback (Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton 2002), there 

are ‘myriad examples of poor engagement, ranging from skim-reading comments to failing to collect 

feedback at all’ (Winstone et al. 2017a, 18) (e.g., Gibbs and Simpson 2004; Sinclair and Cleland 
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2007; Blair et al. 2013b; Mulliner and Tucker 2017; Winstone et al. 2017b). It is therefore worthwhile 

and necessary to investigate what influences student engagement with feedback.  

In their review, Winstone et al. find that engagement with feedback is generally 

underrepresented in the literature between 1985 and 2014 (2017a). The literature offers good-practice 

examples of how to create involving feedback but less information on how to change learners’ 

behaviour from being passive to active receivers and seekers of feedback (Winstone et al. 2017a) – a 

phenomenon characterised by Price et al. as ‘the invisibility of engagement’ (2011, 882). Winstone 

et al. find that a range of factors connected to sender, receiver, message and context could potentially 

influence engagement. However, none of these factors stands out in terms of quantity or degree 

(2017a).  

The existing literature reports of a multitude of circumstances that could influence student 

engagement with feedback. In a social reality, however, focusing on one circumstance or the 

combination of two to the detriment of others might result in too narrow an insight. The contributions 

mainly examine feedback from educators with students acting as receivers and only pay limited 

attention to peer feedback. There is, however, an increasing interest in this kind of student-centred 

feedback, both because research reports that providing feedback is very useful and because educators 

view it as a way to guarantee feedback in a climate in which providing individual teacher feedback 

has become too expensive. The empirical – and largest – part of the literature concerns the effect of 

specific interventions. It is therefore necessary to conduct a more holistic investigation of the barriers 

to engagement with feedback that includes peer feedback. Winstone et al. put forward a descriptive 

model of the main factors that influence how learners proactively receive feedback, which comprises 

learners’ recipient processes (SAGE), interventions with specific purposes, and variables within 

interpersonal communication (2011, 31). They conclude that the delivery of feedback may not be the 

only influencing factor and that improving how students receive feedback will require a sharing of 

responsibility between educator and student:   

The results of this analysis highlight that when learners fail to adequately engage with feedback 

processes, this failure could be attributed to many possible sources and not only (or even 

necessarily) to how the message is delivered. Indeed, interventions that hinge solely on changing 

the content or delivery of feedback may well be ineffective, and improving learner’s proactive 

recipience will often require a sharing of responsibility by both educator and learner to identify 

and resolve the barriers (Winstone et al. 2017b). 
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Handley et al. (Handley, Price, and Millar 2011) and Hockings (2009) suggest that student 

engagement might also be influenced by contexts external to the feedback processes. They point to 

the situatedness of engagement practices (Lave and Wenger 1991) and the need to include the social 

environment as an explanatory element in student engagement.  

There are several arguments to support focusing on the contextual factors that influence 

engagement with feedback: First, because engagement with feedback is something people do, it is 

situated in time and space. Feedback is therefore a situated social practice that primarily includes 

educators’ and students’ participation and engagement. Second, situatedness means that the practice 

is contingent on contexts, and third, focusing on contexts requires clarifying what we consider to be 

context and how it might influence students’ engagement with feedback. Focusing on contexts might 

thereby provide a more holistic investigation of the conditions for engagement in which larger 

connections and not only single factors are examined.  

While most empirical literature examines how engagement with feedback can be improved 

(Winstone et al. 2017a), the present investigation adopts a different perspective and aims to identify 

barriers to engagement. The empirical part of this investigation will therefore not examine the results 

of specific interventions but instead describe how students engage with feedback as it is performed 

in an educational context. Both Winstone et al. and Handley et al. conceptualise engagement as an 

active recipience of feedback. However, to grasp how feedback is enacted in natural settings, the 

present investigation needs to include all feedback processes connected with a piece of written course 

work recognised as feedback by the participants (Schatzki 2002), a choice similar to that made by 

Evans in her review on feedback (2013). Accordingly, this investigation views student engagement 

with feedback as the students’ entire involvement in these processes, which also captures their role 

as peer feedback providers. A main assumption in the existing literature is that students act rationally 

in terms of what makes them learn, and that, as such, it is rational initiatives that will enable them to 

engage. This dissertation, in contrast, works on the assumption that individuals act according to what 

makes sense in the practices in which they participate. Students who engage minimally with feedback 

do so because it is accepted within feedback or other practices in which they participate. What it is 

acceptable to do and say in the educational environment is therefore an important context to establish. 

With a practice-theoretical view on the social world, this dissertation considers feedback as a 

social practice and context to be related to the practice and not the individuals. Feedback is situated 

in and contingent on normative, discursive, material and relational contexts brought to and upheld by 

students. It is interdependently connected to neighbouring practices in the education complex. If 
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feedback in these contexts is fundamentally thought of and enacted as the provision of information 

to students about their understanding and performance, it may well make sense to the students to act 

as passive receivers because this is what the practices prescribe. It is furthermore suggested that the 

way students engage in their studies and in feedback in particular is also formed by their trajectory 

through practices and how they are able to conduct their everyday lives as students in a modern 

context.  

By assuming that reasons for engagement are located in practices and that individuals are 

formed by their participation in practices, this dissertation includes contexts that extend beyond the 

organisation of feedback. It therefore establishes explanations for weak engagement that have thus 

far received only minimal attention in the social constructivist literature on feedback and engagement. 

As such, this dissertation aims to add to the understanding of mechanisms that make students engage 

with feedback.  
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2 Problem statement and research questions 

 

 

2.1  Problem statement 

If feedback is intended to help students live up to the quality standards set by their education 

programme with the purpose of qualifying them to participate in future working practices, it is 

important that students engage as active participants in feedback. However, this is not always the 

case. Empirical literature on engagement with feedback lacks information on how to change students’ 

behaviour so that they can move from being passive receivers to active participants in feedback 

processes. It is my belief that this information can only be established if we know where to find the 

barriers to engagement.   

2.2 Research aim  

The aim of this project is therefore two-fold: First, it seeks to establish a practice-theoretical 

conception of context. Second, it seeks to demonstrate empirically that, by using this conception to 

conduct research, we can contribute to an understanding of barriers to student engagement with 

feedback in higher education. By considering feedback a social practice, the project highlights the 

need to adopt a holistic view in promoting students’ engagement with it.  

2.3 Research questions 

The project seeks to explain how context influences student engagement with feedback in higher 

education. It has the following research questions: 

1. Which theoretical apparatus is needed to analyse feedback in order to better 

understand why students are sometimes reluctant to engage with it? 

2. How are contexts able to constrain students’ engagement in feedback practices? 
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3. How do individual students, formed by their personal trajectory, experience a situated 

study practice context differently, and how might this difference result in different 

forms and degrees of engagement with feedback? 

2.4 Papers 

The above research questions are answered in three papers: 

Paper 1, ‘Investigating non-engagement with feedback in higher education as a social 

practice’, published in Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education, vol. 44,4 2019, establishes 

the theoretical concept of practice and provides an example of how it can be used to understand weak 

engagement.  

Paper 2, ‘How context influences students’ engagement with feedback’, examines empirically 

how the feedback practice and the practices to which it is connected in the education complex 

constrain contexts for engagement.  

Paper 3, ‘Students’ personal trajectories of participation as contexts for engagement with 

feedback’, considers two other contexts – students’ study practices and students’ personal trajectories 

of participation through practices – and empirically examines how these form barriers to engagement 

with feedback.  
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3 Theoretical framework 

 

 

In this section, I explain why I selected practice theory as a theoretical framework for this dissertation. 

I examine the potentials and limitations of using social constructivist theories to explain engagement 

with feedback (section 3.1) and argue that a practice-theoretical framework might offer a different 

and useful insight using a decentred, non-individualist perspective (section 3.2).  In section 3.3, I 

outline how practice, context, feedback and engagement are understood in the study. In section 3.4, I 

shift the focus back to the individual learner whilst maintaining a social-theoretical perspective on 

participation and, in section 3.5, I provide an account of the history of practice theory in order to 

highlight what inspired its assumptions about human action and context.  

3.1 The social constructivist approach to engagement 

The focus on students’ engagement with feedback has emerged within social constructivist 

approaches to learning and their interest in how students learn from feedback.  Nicol (2010, 503) 

defines feedback as a ‘dialogical and contingent two-way process that involves coordinated teacher-

student and peer-to-peer interaction as well as active learner engagement’. Carless suggests that 

students are the primary agents in a process ‘in which learners make sense of information from varied 

sources and use it to enhance the quality of their work or learning strategy’ (Carless 2015, 192). 

Sadler (Sadler 2010; Boud 2000; Nicol 2009) asserts that students learn better if they control their 

own learning process and that involving students in peer assessment in which they make evaluative 

judgements can help them do so. This literature suggests organising feedback in ways that allow 

students to engage with feedback, and it rests on the overall assumption that students will engage if 

they have the opportunity and if they recognise the learning potential of this engagement.  

Inspired by Vygotskian social-cultural theory, Price, Handley, Millar and O’Donovan (2010; 

Handley, Price, and Millar 2011) focus more directly on engagement and suggest including wider 

social environments as explanatory elements. They argue that the reasons for engagement with 
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feedback should be sought in situational contexts, students’ and teachers’ expectations about 

feedback, norms of engagement, and judgements about what constitutes positive patterns of 

interaction implied in assumptions about processes of learning and teaching. Their contribution is an 

invitation to understand engagement as a social practice yet with the above-mentioned main 

characteristics of social constructivism.  

The interest in wider contextual influences derives from the literature on students’ academic 

engagement. In an attempt to explain why 30% of a large cohort of students do not engage in learning 

activities despite the fact that these activities are organised as student-centred, Hockings (2009) 

identifies three perspectives on academic engagement in the literature:  an ‘approaches to learning’-

perspective, a sociological perspective, and an epistemological perspective. With reference to Prosser 

and Trigwell, she criticises the ‘approaches to learning’-perspective for only seeking explanations for 

non-engagement inside the specific learning situation. Sociological perspectives suggest that some 

students maintain an identity outside university to escape from the requirements of study (Mann 

2001).  Wenger is cited for suggesting that some students might feel that the practices of the 

community push them back into identities of non-participation. Hockings proposes using a model of 

academic engagement that includes students’ and teachers’ perceptions of a hierarchy of contexts: 

the biographical context, the immediate social and course contexts, institutional an disciplinary 

contexts, and wider social, political and economic contexts (2009, 89). She further suggests that this 

model be combined with the epistemological perspective:  how students’ understanding of learning 

as acquisition is conditioned by these contexts. Hockings includes all three perspectives in an analysis 

of why 30 % of students in her data do not engage in student-centred learning activities. Her analysis 

indicates possible explanations for non-engagement. However, as she herself identifies, a model that 

synthesises all three perspectives is required. Hockings’ approach is interesting for the present study 

because it embraces student-centred feedback activities in which students are expected to engage with 

peer feedback.  

Winstone et al.’s review of literature on engagement with feedback 2000-2011 (2017a) 

represents an overall search for single factors that might trigger engagement; such as the learner’s 

commitment to change (Handley, Price, and Millar 2011), the receiver’s perception of the sender’s 

credibility (Boud and Molloy 2013), a lack of clarity in the feedback (Beaumont, O’Doherty, and 

Shannon 2011) and timeliness (Yang and Carless 2013). The literature has little to say about wider 

contextual influences; instead, as noted by Handley et al, it focuses more on the student’s reception 

of teacher feedback and is characterised by interventions and experiments, the majority of which 
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focus on the student’s self-reported use of feedback. It offers psychological explanations for weak 

engagement and environmental explanations for non-engagement. 

The literature offers valuable observations that have uncovered aspects of the contextual 

influence on students’ engagement with feedback, and these observations will have likely fostered 

changes in how feedback is organised at universities around the world. One question is, however, 

whether the isolation of single factors is sufficient for our understanding of contextual influence. As 

Hockings claims, there is a need for a synthesising theory. Another question is whether we miss out 

on valuable insights by considering context as something opposed to the student. In the following 

section, I will put forward my theoretical approach, which, with a practice ontology, offers a holistic 

and decentred view on engagement.  

3.2 The practice-theoretical approach to engagement 

A practice-theoretical approach to engagement, with a particular ontology of feedback, might hold 

the potential to offer additional explanations for weak engagement. It argues that we cannot 

understand individuals as opposed to the world, because individuals are themselves part of it. Human 

beings are social creatures, and their actions will therefore always be adjusted to some kind of order. 

Practice theory argues that this order is the social practice. Students’ actions are mediated by the 

social practices of which they are part (Schatzki, Cetina, and Savigny 2001), including feedback 

practices, study practices and working practices.  If we wish to know what makes people act, we must 

examine practices, not people. In practice theory, the practice is the smallest unit of analysis. When 

we know of what it consists, we will also know what enables and constrains human action in it. In 

this way, a practice-theoretical approach is a decentred view on human action: certain aspects of 

practices can be examined, but, ultimately, we need to know about every aspect in order to explain 

why people act as they do in the specific circumstances that constitute the practice.  

 A practice-theoretical approach insists on the fact that human action at the same time 

contributes to and is subject to contexts and that these contexts are practices and material 

arrangements. In order to embrace this premise, it has been necessary to develop a certain language. 

The ontology of the practice will be explained below, and concepts rooted in it will be marked by 

italics throughout the dissertation.  

Practices have an individual and an extra-individual side: On the individual side, we find 

individuals pursuing projects by doing, saying and relating to each other and things. When individuals 
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act, they use their practical understanding of what to do and how to perform the tasks connected to 

the practice.  

Individuals contribute to the extra-individual side of the practice. With their sayings (what 

they say about what), they contribute to the forms of understanding and to the discourse distinctive 

of the practice. With their doings (the acts they perform), they contribute to modes of action 

distinctive of the practice. And with their relatings (how they relate to each other and to things), they 

contribute to the relations of power and solidarity distinctive of the practice. Contexts for feedback 

can therefore be described as a practice landscape of discursive, material and relational arrangements 

brought about in the practice but also brought to it by other practices: what is said in and about the 

feedback practice and how feedback is organised (under what material circumstances and in what 

kind of relationship between teachers and students). The extra-individual side of the practice, its 

practice landscape, is both the context that enables and constrains it and an inherent part of it.  

On this view, students and teachers do not therefore act entirely individually as rational 

decision makers. At some point, following general understandings of teaching, learning and feedback 

handed over through the practice, students and teachers contribute to its features through their own 

ways of practicing: they are ‘carriers’ of the practice. By acting, learners will come to know ‘how to 

go on’ in the practice, an expression from Wittgenstein meaning that the learner has understood the 

rules for the activity in question and therefore knows what to do next (2009, §151, §179). 

As such, when we seek explanations for a student’s actions, we use practices as our unit of 

analysis. The practice analyses in this study are conducted through four lenses that assemble the 

practice architecture: the practice landscape, the general understandings, the projects (and what is 

done to pursue them) and the practical understanding, as shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: The practice architecture discerned through four perspectives. Adaptation from Schatzki 

(2002) and Kemmis (2014). 

 
 

Social practices are situated among other practices to which they are connected in different ways. 

Practices with close relationships can bundle  (Schatzki 2017a) to form structural entities comparable 

to ecological systems in which they shape each other. Feedback is nested in teaching practices and as 

such dependent on them. Teaching practices are connected interdependently to other practices: 

students’ study practice, educational development, administration and educational research. 

Together, these practices form an education complex (Kemmis et al. 2014). Their close relationship 

is characterised by the fact that doings, sayings and relatings in one practice become practice 

landscapes in others. With this perspective, it is possible to consider teachers’ individual actions as 

contexts for their students’ feedback practice and administrative actions as contexts for both the 

teaching practice and students’ study practices. This theory is applied in paper 2.  

It is useful to consider what kind of practice we take feedback to be. Kemmis et al. identify 

two different practices for students in the educational system: a substantive and a learning practice. 

The students have chosen to enter a substantive practice, which corresponds to the learning outcome 

of acquiring skills for their lives beyond university. In order to achieve this outcome, they need to 

participate in learning practices, the tools for learning. For most of us, feedback is a learning practice, 

and methods for providing and receiving feedback, for using criteria and for acting on feedback need 
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to be learned. The reason to do this well is to help students in their learning. However, at the same 

time, feedback is also a substantive practice because engaging with it is actually a ‘slice' of the study 

practice (Schatzki 2018): This is what academics do in teaching and research. Becoming an academic 

is a process that includes engaging with judgements about quality and methods, mastering the 

appertaining language and navigating relationally. The reason to do this well is that it is part of being 

a skilful academic as desired by the job market.  

With practice theory, it becomes possible to acquire a holistic and systematised understanding 

of contextual conditions for engagement. How students engage is a result of what it makes sense to 

do in the practice and the students’ practical understanding of doing it. A weak engagement with 

feedback is on this view only possible because it aligns with a practice recognised among the 

practitioners, such as their study practice, or the feedback practice itself.  

3.3 Terminology 

On the basis of these considerations, I will use the following conception of practice, context, feedback 

and engagement: 

• Practice is described by Theodore Schatzki as ‘embodied, materially mediated arrays of 

human activity centrally organized around shared practical understanding’ (Schatzki, 

Cetina, and Savigny 2001). Stephen Kemmis, whose practice ontology I use to describe the 

practices, defines practice with a description that shows how doings, sayings and relatings 

are contextually enabled and constrained. For Kemmis, practice is a cooperative human 

activity in which characteristic arrangements of actions and activities (doings) are 

comprehensible in terms of arrangements of relevant ideas in characteristic discourses 

(sayings) when the people and objects involved are distributed in characteristic arrangements 

of relationships (relatings) and when this complex of doings, sayings and relatings ‘hangs 

together’ in a distinctive project (2014) (Figure 1, section 3.2). These two definitions of 

practice supplement each other: Schatzki’s definition is the shortest definition of practice in 

the practice-theoretical perspective, yet Kemmis’s definition also describes its ontology.  

• Context is conceived as the site of the practice. This site is not simply a surrounding ‘context’ 

or ‘container’ in which a practice occurs but a set of conditions that enable and constrain the 

practice. The site is the location where something exists and things happen (Schatzki 2002). 

In this dissertation, the site will be the specific programme in its specific physical location.  
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• Feedback is a social practice. It comprises what students and educators do and say and how 

they relate to each other and material things in the process in which learners present a work 

in progress or a final work in order to improve it.  

• Engagement with feedback is an aspect of feedback practices. I define it as the degree to 

which students in their doings, sayings and relatings are directed towards the project of a 

feedback practice.  

3.4  The personal trajectories of participation   

Practice theory leaves us with a decentred () view on action and can account for contextual influences 

in and around the practice. With this view, it is possible to see that students engage in certain ways 

because they are ascribed to do so by the practice and its general understandings, which underlie the 

discourse and are perpetuated in material artefacts and in relations between practitioners. We can also 

see that, through their participation, the students are themselves formers – or carriers – of that practice. 

They are not simply victims of surrounding structures. It is clear that not all students will engage in 

exactly the same way, but they will always engage in ways recognised among the practitioners as 

within the norms of the practice.  

 Practice theory, however, only sees the practice. And, ultimately, it is individual people that 

take part in the practice. It is for this reason that we need a theory to explain individual differences in 

participation. This theory must share the view that practices are constitutive of the social world. The 

theory of the person by the critical psychologist Ole Dreier (1999) is one such theory, since it is 

grounded in a conception of personal participation in structures of social practice. Participation is a 

key concept for Dreier because it conceptualises subjects as always already involved in social 

practices. Participation is a partial and particular aspect of the social practice, and individuals play 

different parts in this practice from different positions. They uphold the practice but can also 

contribute to changing it by appealing to co-participants. Because people participate in different 

practices, they are forced to interpret local standards and rules in order to participate. Their reasons 

for participating in a particular way are based on both the present context and other parts of their 

lives. People always act as a consequence of practice, but not necessarily the practice in the immediate 

context. Paper 3 demonstrates how individuals navigate a study practice against the background of 

their personal trajectory. The notion of trajectory indicates the individual’s movement across diverse 

contexts or practices. A trajectory is therefore not purely chronological but also synchronic.  
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In this way, Dreier suggests that what individual students bring to the practice, how they 

manage to adjust to it, and what they take with them from it is a product of their participation in 

personal trajectories of participation through practices. From this perspective, which is in line with 

social theories of practice (Kemmis et al. 2017; Lave and Wenger 1991; Lave 2009; Schatzki 2017b), 

learning is understood as a modification of one’s abilities to act in practices. 

The forming of the individual occurs through the individual’s participation in numerous 

practices (Dreier 2009a; Handley et al. 2006; Nielsen 2009) and learning is therefore rooted in 

practices and not in the individual.  For any given individual, the meaning of participating in a 

particular practice is contingent on the practice’s place in the individual's current conduct of everyday 

life and its place in the unfolding of the individual’s life trajectory across times and places (Dreier 

2009a). Dreier therefore accounts for the fact that learners have their individual stories and their 

individual lives to consider and the fact that learning is participation in situated practices. With his 

first person's perspective, which is an attempt to understand people from their own perspective 

(Schraube 2010), we can seek to understand why specific students might engage or not engage in 

feedback (paper 3). 

In this way, Dreier brings together theoretical frameworks so that both practices and 

individual trajectories of participation are understood as contexts for participation.  

3.5 The history of practice theory 

In order to conclude the theoretical part of this dissertation, I will now provide an account of the 

history of practice theory. This will help to highlight the inspiration behind the theory’s assumptions 

about human action and context.  

The notion of practice theory was first used by Sherry Ortner in 1984 to refer to the ideas of 

Bourdieu. Ever since, it has been used in many disciplines. Practice theories (for example, Bourdieu’s 

praxeology, Giddens’ structuration theory, and Lave and Wenger’s situated learning) have been 

characterised as a family of theories with similarities and divergences. These theories consider 

practice to be organised human activities entwined with materiality, and they share four features: (1) 

they consider practices as central for the composition of social life, (2) they hold that practices form 

wider complexes and constellations (3) they claim that social phenomena are constituted or rooted in 

these complexes and constellations and (4) they believe that human activity rests on practical 

capacities that cannot be put into words (Schatzki 2018). A social practice can be defined as an 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 20 

‘embodied, materially mediated array of human activity centrally organized around shared practical 

understanding’ (Schatzki, Cetina, and Savigny 2001, 11).  

3.5.1 Early contributors 

Aristotle (384-322 BC) distinguished between three forms of knowledge: episteme, which is 

scientific knowledge achieved through analytic rationality; phronesis, which is practical wisdom 

aimed at producing praxis, the ability to do well; and techne, which is instrumental rationality aimed 

at poiesis, the creation of material artefacts. In Aristotle’s time, praxis excelled in the work of free 

men involved in non-remunerated public assignments, but, in the succeeding world of Christianity, 

knowledge became restricted to the result of pure contemplation. Praxis was no longer connected 

with political wisdom but became understood as the practical application of theoretical insights 

(Nicolini 2013). 

Karl Marx (1818-1883) was the first to seriously challenge this demotion of praxis. He 

considered human activity as an object of investigation and as an explanatory category in social 

science. Not seeing the mind as a separate entity and actions as the application of mental activities, it 

was possible for him to conceive of knowing as a kind of practical mastery in the service of which 

thinking became the instrument. 

The main inspirational figures for the development of the family of practice theories, however, 

were Martin Heidegger and Ludwig Wittgenstein. These philosophers were both engaged in breaking 

with representationalism, which is the idea that what we sense is only representations of a world of 

independent material objects (BonJour 2013). One of the most prominent figures in 

representationalism was René Descartes (1596-1650), who distinguished between an observable 

world of extended matter and an inner world of spirits. This distinction is remembered as ‘the 

Cartesian gap’ (Moses and Knutsen 2012) and contested by practice theorists. 

3.5.2 Heidegger: Everydayness, agency and emotions 

Heidegger (1889-1976) renounced the Cartesian gap with his claim that being is not 

recognising something external to us. It is not possible to distinguish between ‘us' and ‘world', as we 

are ourselves already immersed in the world with our doings. Instead, he described an ‘everydayness', 

the idea that our being in the world is structured by a texture of material and social practices that we 

do not think about in our everyday life and that we share more or less with others.  Praxis and 

everydayness also stand behind Schatzki's notion of practical understanding, which is different from 
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constructivist learning theories. In constructivist learning theories, learning is the process in which 

the individual constructs her representation of the world based on acquired information. 

Heidegger claimed that we live in a given, collectively sustained horizon of intelligibility and 

action that we can bring to awareness and hence transcend but never exit. This is Schatzki’s idea of 

agency: The individual has the possibility of choice but will ultimately always act as a consequence 

of a practice.  

Heidegger thought that being was characterised by affection. We experience our context both 

conceptually and emotionally while acting in it.  In Schatzki's practice ontology, human actions are 

therefore linked to emotions and purposes in a so-called teleo-affective structure.  

3.5.3 Wittgenstein: Meaning and rule-following  

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s (1889-1951) work became increasingly influential throughout the the 20th 

century. Practice theory draws on his late thinking, which appears in his  ‘Philosophical 

Investigations’ from 1953.  

Wittgenstein introduced the notion of a ‘language game’ (Wittgenstein 2009, §7). He argued 

that language is always part of an activity and draws its meaning from that activity: words have no 

meaning without a context.  This thinking has been transferred to the field of human action: for 

practice theory, the meaning of human action must be sought in the context and in the rules of the 

specific action in which it takes part. Defining context is therefore crucial for practice theory. 

Wittgenstein’s ontology is a world of practices.  Human activity is considered as language 

games.  For instance, what we consider as findings within science are contingent upon other findings 

and the context in which we operate (Wittgenstein 2009).  In ‘playing’ these language games, 

scientists follow rules, just as we do in games.  He argues, however, that people do not just follow 

rules but will always interpret rules according to practices. (Wittgenstein 2009, §201). For 

Wittgenstein, when we act, we follow practices, and it is these practices that ascribe meaning to our 

actions.   

3.5.4 Neighbouring accounts of practice 

Practice theories furthermore draw on philosophical insights from contemporary philosophers such 

as Anthony Giddens (1938-) and Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) (Buch 2014). Giddens and Bourdieu 

both advocate the notion of social praxeology, the basic idea of which is that social life is a contingent 

and ever-changing texture of human practices. They believe that most of the ordered features of our 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 22 

daily experiences, such as institutions, power relations and social boundaries, must be understood as 

effects of the structures and relations between practices.  

However, Giddens subordinates practice to agents who through reflection individually give 

meaning to the structures around them and draw on resources and rules to pursue their desires 

(Nicolini 2013). Bourdieu, on the contrary, conceives of agents as determined by outward structures 

embedded in them as habitus. Habitus is the practical sense, accumulated as embodied history (Yang 

2014), that functions below the level of consciousness. As a product of the system, it can generate 

thoughts, perceptions and actions. Bourdieu leaves only little, if any, agency to the social agent.  

  There are similarities between the concept of practice in practice theory and the notion of 

‘everyday life' introduced by Max Weber in his study of the spirit of capitalism and taken up by 

Holzkamp in 1996 and 1998 (Dreier 2009b). Citing Ferguson (Ferguson 2009), Brinkmann defines 

everyday life as ‘private and public routine activities that are performed regularly or even every day, 

such as eating, sleeping, work, commuting, shopping and so on’ (Brinkmann 2013) [author’s 

translation].   

3.5.5 Acting in accordance with practice and materiality  

As demonstrated above, the agency of human beings is a central issue for the ancestors and 

inspirers of practice theory.  In practice theory, practitioners are neither rational decision makers nor 

blind rule-followers but carriers of a practice (Reckwitz 2002). Students do what makes sense to them 

in their social surroundings  (Nicolini 2013, 163; Brinkmann 2013). What makes sense might, 

however, not be what is ‘right' or prescribed in rules that govern the activity they are carrying out. It 

might therefore appear as though they are acting according to an inner motivation but, instead, they 

are simply acting according to another practice, which might be less visible to the surroundings, or 

another version of this practice. In this way, students who do not participate actively in class 

discussions – which are, after all, teaching practices organised for students to receive feedback on 

their learning – might be following a study practice in which their silence is a natural performance or 

they might be interpreting the teaching practice differently. When carrying a practice, the students 

use a practical understanding, (Schatzki, Cetina, and Savigny 2001). Practical understanding is ‘a 

battery of bodily abilities that results from, and also makes possible, participation in practices’ (18). 

Such a practical understanding is therefore what makes a practitioner a carrier of practices and what 

the practitioner takes with him/her from one practice to another.  
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Material contexts for practices are time and space. Practices therefore have a history and their 

unfolding can be seen at a specific time in specific surroundings. These contexts enable and constrain 

the practice: the feedback practice is enabled by how we think about teaching at this particular time 

at this particular university. It is also enabled and constrained by the time we have at our disposal to 

perform it and by artefacts, such as IT services and classrooms. The fact that feedback can be provided 

online changes temporal constraints and the conditions for our relating with each other in the 

exchange of feedback because participating in a practice is a bodily experience.  

Students also participate bodily in their study practice. Provided they are not distance learners 

(none of the participants in the present study were distance learners), they need to be physically 

present at university and navigate this practice: find a place to sit, bring a laptop (not paper), take 

notes, and interact with peers. How the students in the present dataset place themselves in classrooms 

and lecture halls is part of their study practice: In lecture halls, they might sit at the front, as not being 

able to see the other students makes them less afraid to speak up. In classrooms, they might congregate 

together at the back leaving the front rows empty, this time in order not to be addressed by the lecturer. 

One student relates how she stops talking when she feels the other students’ reproaching eyes on the 

back of her head. Online feedback is an example of how the material conditions for participating 

make it possible for the students to discuss the feedback they wish to provide in a safe environment 

with their group and to formulate their comments without the pressure of meeting the receivers 

physically.  

So, in order to learn more about student engagement with feedback, we need to explain  why 

human beings act in the way they do. The literature on engagement offers at least three perspectives 

on engagement: a learning perspective, a sociological perspective, and an epistemological 

perspective. It suggests that biographical, institutional and societal contexts are pivotal for 

engagement, but it lacks a synthesising theory of engagement to explain why some student do not 

engage even if learning activities are student-centred. A large part of the literature on engagement 

with feedback points empirically to single factors that influence engagement. It explains first and 

foremost engagement psychologically. Price, Handley, Millar and O’Donovan offer a model for 

understanding students’ engagement with received feedback and point to the existence of contextual 

factors.  

These contributions all rely on the overall assumption that what makes students engage either 

comes from inner motives or the contexts for learning. Students are agents that are influenced by 

external structures. What these contributions do not recognise is that students contribute to these 
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structures themselves, and that reasons for acting are seldom rational in the sense of the economic 

man. If they were, students would always engage in feedback because they will learn from it.  

A practice-theoretical approach is able to bridge this gap. It provides an understanding of context as 

practices. It conceives of human beings as having agency but only to a certain extent. Human beings 

are carriers of practices, that is, they are influenced by but also influence the conditions of the practice. 

In this perspective, students engage when practices give them reasons to do so. The object of 

investigation is therefore the practice. However, students engage in different ways. If we wish to 

know what conditions these differences, we need to know the contexts that influence the individual. 

In the present study, I consider one of the main contexts to be the student’s personal trajectory through 

practices, and I therefore take this personal trajectory as a unit of investigation. Practice theory 

provides a systematic focus on context: what we can know and say, what we can do in which relations. 

It therefore forms the theoretical background for the analysis of the practices under investigation in 

this dissertation. 
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4 Methodology 

 

 

4.1 Ethnographic research 

Choosing to understand engagement with feedback through a practice-theoretical lens raises the 

question of which research methods to use. For Theodore Schatzki, practice theories offer ontological 

frameworks that can explain social phenomena (Schatzki 2016), yet Schatzki agrees with Stefan 

Hirschauer’s description of practice theories as ‘modest grand theories’ that ‘offer mere frameworks 

of categories and assumptions for developing substantial theories on specific practices’ (Hirschauer 

2016). Accordingly, as argued by Elisabeth Shove (2017), the choice of methods depends on which 

questions one wishes to address: ‘Using practice theory is thus not directly tied to certain methods, 

but the choice of methods is – as always – dependent upon your specific research question’ (2017). 

In this dissertation, the primary question is ontological: What is context and how does it influence 

students’ engagement with feedback? It is for this reason that I applied Stephen Kemmis’ method to 

describe practice ontology and to capture its ‘hanging together’ (2014) and I used Davide Nicolini’s 

‘zooming in and zooming out’ methodological approach to gain a deep insight into the practices by 

examining detailed transcripts of specific feedback situations and interviews and relating them to 

their surrounding practices (Nicolini 2009). For researchers in other disciplines, such as discourse 

analysis or power theories, practice theory often serves as a meta-perspective on the social order. 

 To answer my research questions, it was necessary to uncover what is done and said in which 

relations in the feedback practices and what kind of contexts could be found for them. I therefore 

adopted an ethnographic approach to data collection using observations, interviews and artefacts to 

gather information about the practices. Ethnographic research has been described by Fetterman as 

"the art and science of describing a group or culture". People should be studied in "naturally occurring 

settings" by means that capture their social meaning and ordinary activities (Alvesson and Sköldberg 

2009). I considered practice ontology an appropriate guide for data collection and analysis, because, 
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following ethnographic principles, this ontology does not consist of specific theories of causality but 

instead leaves the researcher with an open mind vis-à-vis the object of study.  

The longitudinal nature of fieldwork normally required for such a study can be shortened if 

the researcher is already familiar with the object of study. This was the case for me. As a lecturer in 

a neighbouring programme to the one studied here, I had extensive experience of students who gain 

less from feedback than I hoped or who refrain from engaging fully with peer feedback. The lecturers 

in the present study were all known to me, though I had no knowledge of their teaching methods or 

their general understandings of teaching and feedback. I also had considerable knowledge of the 

general contexts of the practice I studied. I am aware that my familiarity with the object of 

investigation and its surroundings can also represent a challenge for my openness to the data. For this 

reason, in this dissertation, I strive to be as methodologically transparent as possible.  

Observations, interviews and artefacts allow me as a researcher to scrutinise the feedback and 

study practices in question. However, it is not possible to observe the practice from the outside 

(Brinkmann 2013; Nicolini 2013), because what I choose to see and hear and how I interpret this 

information is formed by the scientific and other practices in my trajectory and by the situatedness in 

time and space of the research – I am already in the world. I therefore consider my understanding of 

the practices a result of the continuous interplay between my pre-understanding and the understanding 

that the research imparts to me (Flyvbjerg 2001).  

4.1.1 Observations 

Practice theory primarily looks at performances. Considering human action to be the link 

between the individual and the world, it focuses on what people do and say. It understands practices 

as situated in time and space. Observations in the classes, therefore, were intended to uncover what 

was going on. With these observations, I aimed to find out what the students did, what kind of sayings 

they performed, and how they related to each other and the lecturer. I was not concerned with the 

quality of their contributions. I was particularly interested in how students and lecturers interacted 

with the physical surroundings and artefacts in the practice. I also needed to register whether there 

were major differences between the classes, which would indicate that practices come into being 

more locally than I presumed. Some of these observations became data for the study practice and 

others became data for the feedback practice. 
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4.1.2  Interviews 

As studying a practice involves adopting a third person’s perspective on the object of 

investigation, the interviewees were considered informants about the practice. They informed me 

about their own and others’ doings and sayings in the study environment and about their personal 

projects and feelings.  For the third person perspective applied in article 1 and 2, it was important that 

the analyses did not revolve around features such as the personalities of the students and lecturers 

involved (Shove 2017). For the first person perspective applied in article 3, on the other hand, these 

personalities were central, though they were assumed to be formed by participation in practices 

(Dreier 2009b). The information received through the interviews is inevitably the interviewees’ 

interpretations of the practice, which I was obliged to hold up against my observations, the reading 

of the artefacts, and my pre-understanding.  

The interviews are a valuable source for discovering the parts of the practice that are not 

simply actions. They also describe actions to which I have no access, such as when and how the 

students study and how their life unfolds outside the campus. 

Practice theory provides a ‘sensitizing' framework (Reckwitz 2002), as it seeks to get as close 

as possible to what happens in the practice – not only of what can be observed but also of the tacit 

knowledge, of what lies under the visible part of the practice.  By focusing on both the interviewees’ 

individual experiences and their accounts of the practices, the interview thus reached for both doxa 

(the subjective experience) in order to produce episteme (Kvale 1997). Interviews allowed the 

researcher to come closer to an understanding, a Verstehen. 

4.1.3 Artefacts 

The artefacts used in the study fall in two categories: physical arrangements, such as architecture and 

furnishing, and texts. The architecture and furnishing in the specific part of the university campus 

reveal how learning is conceived and what roles are thought to be played in teaching and learning. I 

observed how students were seated in relation to each other and their lecturers, the size of the rooms, 

and the use of technology to communicate (PowerPoint, microphones, online software and the 

Learning Management System). The observations and interviews also revealed how participants in 

the practices related physically to these surroundings.  

Official course descriptions provided me with an insight into the overall content, goal and 

organisation of the courses. However, the most comprehensive artefacts used in this study were online 

assignments and the corresponding peer feedback from two modules. These artefacts gave a direct 
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insight into the students' engagement in the provision of peer feedback. Making the online feedback 

speak required me to undertake both quantitative and qualitative analyses of the students’ postings. 

Artefacts are of particular interest in Paper 2.   

4.2 Design 

Data was mainly collected in the autumn of 2016. In-class observations were conducted in 53 lessons 

and 3 hours of group-based teacher feedback. Semi-structured interviews of 60-90 minutes were 

conducted with 11 students, 4 lecturers, a leader of department, and an educational developer.  

 

Table 1. Amount of textual documentation from interviews and observations 
Data source Nb. of pages* 
Interviews students, transcripts 495 
Interviews lecturers, transcripts 121 
Interviews leader of department and educational developer transcripts      4** 
Field notes   68 
Sum 688 

* one page is estimated to contain 400 words 
** the essence of the interview was directly reported in a table of invention (Appendix C). Both interviews lasted 60 minutes. 
 

 

Artefacts included in the study were course descriptions, online teaching material and 

communication, policy texts, and texts about administrative decisions. Peer feedback on 28 and 36 

online assignments for two modules (Module A and B repectively) was analysed. In total, the data 

material amounted to approximately 750 pages.  

4.2.1 The research context.   

The project was conducted on a social science Bachelor's programme at a Danish university. Each 

year, this programme receives approximately 120 new students, including a limited number of 

exchange students. The programme includes lectures, small group teaching classes, and large group 

workshops. Like in most Danish university courses, attendance and written coursework is optional. 

Almost all examinations are either written or oral end-of-course examinations. The students who 

attend the programme in question are undergraduates between 20 and 24 years old. They live in 

residence halls or shared apartments. Their entire private life is lived outside the university campus, 

as Danish universities do not generally offer medical care and other such provisions. Danish students 
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are all eligible for a state education grant of around 6000 D.Kr. a month, which can cover their rent 

and, for those who are very economical, also most of their daily expenses. Almost all Danish students 

have a part-time job to supplement their grant. 

4.2.2 Criteria for selection of case and data. Pilot study. 

The aim of this project is not to demonstrate any best practices. On the contrary, it is to discover how 

an everyday feedback practice might constitute contextual constraints for students’ engagement with 

it. It was therefore important for me to conduct a case study and to select an environment that many 

Danish university teachers would recognise. I knew that feedback in the chosen programme had been 

reduced for financial reasons and that the lecturers’ knowledge of feedback was most likely in line 

with the national average. The programme would, therefore, constitute a paradigmatic case (Flyvbjerg 

2006). However, I needed to further narrow down the perspective, as the range of feedback practices 

on the programme would be an object of investigation both too comprehensive and too heterogeneous 

to result in any useful conclusions. I chose to examine feedback on written assignments, which 

constitutes the most common understanding of feedback both in the feedback literature and among 

students and teachers. Therefore, I decided to focus on the courses in which the final assessment was 

a written text. There were 14 of these courses (Table 2).  

 

Table 2. Overview of courses with written examination on the programme. 
1. semester 2. semester 3. semester 4. semester 5. semester 6. semester 
Course 1 Course 3 Course 5 Course 8 Course 11 Course 14 
Course 2 Course 4 Course 6 Course 9 Course 12  
  Course 7 Course 10 Course 13  

 

 

I needed information that would allow me to select 4 to 5 courses that represented the range of 

feedback forms in the programme.  I therefore began by running a pilot project based on a structured 

interview with the 14 lecturers to discover under which forms the students in the programme received 

feedback on written assignments. My questions were informed by the feedback literature and 

addressed the following issues (Table 3):  
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Table 3 Feedback issues addressed in the structured pilot interview 
Issues Parameters 
Frequency 
Provider 
Receiver 
Character of communication 
Level of integration 
Place 
Primary medium 
Secondary medium 
Level of visibility 
Readability  
Version 
Loop 
Content  

Number of feedback communications per course 
Teacher/individual student/group 
Individuals/groups/class 
Monologue/dialogue 
Number of feedback communications per assignment 
Inside/between classes 
Oral/written feedback 
Mail/online/paper/other 
Feedback visible to group/class or private 
Feedback written on computer/handwritten 
Feedback on a draft/final version 
Students need/do not need to show the use of feedback 
Use of criteria, text-related issues (content, structure, etc.) 

 

 

One important finding from this pilot study was that feedback was more or less integrated into all the 

courses, but another finding was the high number of variables in the organisation of feedback in just 

one programme. Perhaps this points to creativity among the lecturers but perhaps also to an individual 

search for best practice. From these interviews, it was possible to identify 5 types of course on a 

continuum from courses with a low to a high level of attention to feedback (Table 4). I took the level 

of attention to be an expression of the student’s access to the lecturer’s feedback on her work: 

individual versus more collective forms, teacher feedback versus peer feedback, systematic feedback 

versus feedback on request, and the level of integration. The primary medium (written/oral) did not 

influence the categorisation, as I did not consider the distinction in itself to be important: oral 

feedback, for instance, can be carried out as valuable dialogues but also as quick responses.  
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Table 4 Identification of five types of course according to their level of attention to feedback. 
  Type Course and placement Description 
   

Written and oral teacher 
and peer feedback - both 
individual and group based 

 
Course 11 (5. Semester) 
Course 12 (5. Semester) 
Course 13 (5. Semester) 

 
The courses contain a high level of 
individual and group-based teacher 
and peer feedback. 

  
Oral and written, individual 
and group-based feedback 

 
Course 3   (2. Semester) 
Course 2   (1. Semester) 
Course 9   (4. Semester) 
Course 14 (6. Semester) 
 

 
The students receive individual oral 
and written feedback from an 
instructor. Feedback is highly 
integrated into the course.  
 

 Oral, collective and group 
feedback and group-based 
peer feedback 

Course 4   (2. Semester) 
Course 5   (3. Semester) 
Course 7   (3. Semester) 

There is no individual feedback. 
Lecturers provide oral feedback to 
groups. Group-based peer feedback 
is written or oral. Collective 
feedback might take place. 
 

 Oral, collective feedback 
and group work 

Course 6   (3. Semester) There is no individual feedback. The 
students work in groups with 
assignments. The lecturer provides 
group-based feedback on request 
and collective feedback  
 

 Oral, collective feedback Course 1   (1. semester) 
Course 8   (4. semester) 
Course 10 (4. semester) 

The students work individually with 
assignments. Individual oral 
feedback is provided on request. 
 

 

 

I selected which courses to examine based on two criteria: I wanted my sample to represent the 

continuum of attention revealed by the interviews and to be distributed over the three autumn 

semesters. I eventually selected courses 5, 6, 7 and 11.  

 When I started my observations, I realised that changes had occurred in the organisation of 

feedback between the pilot study and the running of the courses. In Course 5, final group-based oral 

teacher feedback had been added on the students’ request, and feedback was thus awarded a higher 

level of attention than originally assumed. The students worked in groups for three weeks on an 

assignment that resembled the exam question. They received oral group-based processual feedback 

on request, plenary processual peer feedback, online group-based peer feedback on a draft, collective 

oral and PowerPoint-supported feedback, and oral group feedback. In Course 6, the students worked 

in groups on assignments and could ask the lecturer for help. The group work was concluded with 

collective discussions. Course 7 followed a case-based teaching model: The students were asked to 
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prepare a case-assignment for each small group teaching class, and the assignment was then discussed 

in the class. As an exception, two online peer feedback interventions replaced teaching in the final 

two weeks, since the instructor was prevented from teaching the class. In the pilot study, Course 11 

had been described as including a system of peer and teacher feedback on different levels of an 

assignment. However, during the course, the lecturer instead provided feedback on two individual 

assignments, and the teaching comprised classic teacher-led discussions.  

Although the pilot study enabled me to select the courses for my investigation, the feedback 

was not always organised in the way reported by the lecturers during the pilot stage. However, I 

believe this demonstrates how everyday life works and was therefore as close as I could come to 

conducting my study in natural settings.  The courses examined are hereafter referred to as Module 

A, B, C and D (courses 5, 6, 7 and 11 respectively). 

4.2.3 Recruitment of participants.  

The lecturers teaching 3rd and 5th semester courses invited me into their courses and were very co-

operative, but I was not granted access to the first semester courses. I required access to the study 

population, which was the students in the four courses selected for the research project. The students 

interviewed were, as Babbie (2014) describes, considered informants about the feedback and the 

study practice. As such, they did not necessarily have to be representative of the study population. 

However, I found it useful to consider principles for sampling, as I wanted to achieve an 

understanding of practice as it was experienced from different students' perspectives. In order to 

assure that all the students in the study population were equally likely to be selected for the interviews, 

I invited them all by email to sign up, and this invitation was repeated by the respective lecturers. Six 

students signed up, one of whom suggested an additional fellow student. After this, I enrolled an 

additional four students in order to hear voices from all classes and achieve a correct gender 

representation. I then had a total of 11 students to interview. Of these 11, two were male, which 

corresponds to the fact that one in four students in the programme is male.  I chose not to involve 

exchange students, as this specific project focuses on Danish students. In this way, I made a so-called 

nonprobability sampling using both a convenience approach (those who signed up voluntarily), a 

purposive approach (assuring students from all classes participated), a snowballing approach, and a 

quota approach (assuring the correct gender distribution)(Babbie 2014). I used this sampling because 

I did not seek representativeness, given that I needed information about the practices and not the 

students. Such a sampling was therefore the best way to achieve a balance between the different 
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considerations. The interviews show that the group of informants comprise both more and less 

successful students. 

With no direct access to first-year students, I asked the student participants to recount their 

first year feedback experiences in the interviews. I am convinced that the students were good 

witnesses to the feedback practice on the first semester programme and the students’ engagement 

with it.  

4.3 Data collection 

According to Nicolini, studying and representing a practice requires the use of a coherent ‘theory 

method package’ that enables the researcher to do three things: (1) slice the social world in terms of 

practices instead of systems or classes, (2) help the researcher represent practice in texts – as practices 

are to a great extent unspoken, data must allow the researcher to generate knowledge about the 

practice and write about it in a form that can translate the unspoken into something that can be spoken 

– and  (3) generate stories, explanations and further theories – not labels to place on phenomena 

(Nicolini 2013).  I therefore collected data that would make it possible for me to describe the feedback 

practice: doings, sayings, relatings, material-economic, cultural-discursive and social-political 

arrangements (see section 3.2). Some data was taped, which allowed me to represent transcriptions 

of dialogues. Data was collected in the second half of the autumn semester 2016. 

4.3.1 Observations 

In-class observations were conducted in 53 lessons and three hours of group-based teacher feedback 

over 11 weeks. Nine of the interviewees were third-semester students enrolled in Modules A, B and 

C. In Module A, all 117 students were taught together in workshops that were co-caught by three 

teachers. There was no small group teaching. In Modules B, C and D, I observed the students in their 

small classes. Taken together, the 11 interviewees can provide information about all the classes 

observed. The observations were documented by field notes and audio recordings. 

 I assumed the observer role that Adler and Adler refer to as “the peripheral member 

researcher” (Adler and Adler 1994), acknowledging that, as a researcher, I would not be able to stand 

outside the world and look into it. Neither could I choose to become a complete or an active member: 

Having past the age of 55, I could not pretend to be a student, and I did not wish to risk disrupting 

the dynamics between teachers and students with a more active intervention on my part. My strategy 

was to get close but not too close. I had informal conversations with some of the students during 
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breaks and group work. On one occasion, some students draw me into a collaborative activity, which 

I interpreted as a friendly acceptance of my presence. But, in general, I remained silent and tried to 

capture doings, sayings, relatings and material arrangements. My experience was that the students 

soon forgot about me and acted as they would ordinarily. They did not look at me when I walked 

through the classes, and groups continued their discussions and private conversations in full 

knowledge that I could hear them. For the lecturers, the story was probably a little different; however, 

I had never taught in their programme, and they are trained educators who are used to having visitors 

in their classes.  

4.3.2 Interviews 

11 students and 4 lecturers were interviewed. From Module A, I only addressed the course responsible 

lecturer. Both students and lecturers were interviewed in a semi-structured manner. To capture the 

unspoken, Nicolini suggests asking the interviewees to inform the interviewer in such detail that she 

would be able to take their place in their study life (Nicolini 2013). In a preliminary pilot study, I 

attempted this with four students on a different programme without success. They often departed 

from the role and lost their spontaneity with my continuous efforts to get them back on track. As a 

consequence, I decided to follow a traditional interview guide (Appendix 1) but refrained from 

interrupting the students’ line of thoughts when this could be avoided. 

The student interviews lasted 90 minutes. The first part of the interview served as an ice-

breaker and provided information about their study practice. The questions were based on Kemmis' 

practice architecture. In the second part, they were asked about their feedback practice with questions 

informed by the feedback literature. This was not designed to be hypothesis testing (Kvale and 

Brinkmann 2008); instead, the literature provided me with a relevant language to facilitate a 

conversation about feedback. One finding from this part of the interview was that feedback is not 

really part of the students’ language game. In the last part of the interview, I asked the students about 

their everyday lives. All three parts of the interview were important for my research, but the students 

probably understood the first and third sections as pleasant bookends to the conversation.  

The four lecturers were interviewed with an interview guide that mirrored the students’ 

(Appendix 2) The lecturers were considered as contextual for the students’ practice but also as having 

their own context that enabled and constrained their feedback practice. The interviews with the 
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lecturers became more unstructured than those with the students, as the lecturers were more 

favourably disposed towards sharing their thoughts with me.  

4.3.3 Artefacts 

Artefacts included in the study were course descriptions, online teaching material and 

communication, policy texts, and texts about administrative decisions. Peer feedback on 28 and 36 

online assignments was analysed for Module A and B respectively. It was unproblematic to collect 

material from the courses, as I had access and permission to read texts uploaded on the courses’ 

learning management websites.  

4.4 Data analysis 

This study is based on the theory of practice architecture, the theory of practice ecology (Kemmis et 

al. 2014) and the theory of personal trajectories of participation (Dreier 1999;  2007). The core unit 

of analysis is the feedback practice (paper 1). Additional units of analysis are the practice ecology 

(paper 2), the students’ study practice (paper 3) and two students' experiences with the study practice 

on the basis of their personal learning trajectories (paper 3). The analysis of the practices includes 

three steps: coding, systematising and describing. A tool to understand practices is to examine them 

from different perspectives. I examined the practices from a situational and a configurational 

perspective (Nicolini 2009). The analysis therefore ‘zooms in’ on the practice through detailed 

transcripts of a small part of the practice together with an account of the whole practice, and it ‘zooms 

out’ to the education complex to examine the effect of this network on the feedback practice and 

potentially the students’ engagement (paper 2).  

Nine feedback set-ups were found in the four modules, as shown in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Material landscapes in the feedback practice   
Set-up Module Landscape 
1 A Group-based processual dialogues with lecturers 

117 students, 3 lecturers in noisy room, limited space.  
 

2 A Plenary processual peer feedback  
117 students, 3 lecturers in noisy room, limited space.  
 

3 A Group-based online peer feedback on draft 
Groups of 4 in rooms of their own choice. 
 

4 A Collective oral and Power Point-supported teacher 
feedback on final version 
117 students, 1 lecturer in large lecture hall.  
 

5 A Group-based oral teacher feedback on final version 
4 students, 1 teacher in small classroom. 
 

6 B Oral teacher feedback. Case-based teaching. 
30-35 students, 1 part-time teacher 
 

7 B Preparation of online peer feedback 
Groups of 3-4 in rooms of their own choice 
 

8 C Teacher feedback on presentations 
15-25 students, 1 part-time teacher 
 

9 D Written individual teacher feedback 
35 students, 1 lecturer 

 

4.4.1 Coding strategies. 

Interviews and observations were coded in Nvivo with the categories in the practice architecture: 

Projects, doings, sayings, relatings, practical understandings, landscape, cultural-discursive 

arrangements, material-economic arrangements, social-political arrangements and general 

understandings.  The coding is thus based on a theory about ontology without assumptions of single 

causal relations. This method allows the researcher to make descriptions of the practice sufficiently 

‘thick' (Geertz 1973) so that the reader can evaluate the extent to which the findings are transferable 

to other feedback practices.  The procedure is comparable to a combination of Miles & Hubermann's 

basic coding strategies: descriptive coding, process coding, emotion coding and values coding (Miles, 

Huberman, and Saldaña 2014). The entire text corpus of the transcribed interviews was coded. Some 

text passages were coded twice. The most common example is sayings, which, as social acts, should 
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often be coded as doings but, as evidence of knowledge, should also be coded as sayings. 

4.4.2 Systematising and describing – Paper 2 

In paper 2, I adopt both a situational and a configurational perspective on the feedback practice. In 

order to capture the situatedness of each feedback set-up observed in the practice (Paper 2), the 

essence of the teacher interviews, the student interviews and the observations was systematised in 

‘tables of invention’ (Kemmis et al. 2014) (Appendix C), an analytical template representing the 

practice architecture.  Next, the tables of invention from these three sources were compared to gain 

an overview of the feedback practice in each of the modules (Figure 2). With this knowledge, two 

feedback set-ups were examined closely with the categories in the practice architecture: one on the 

basis of a transcript of a taped observation (set-up 5), the other on the basis of 36 short online feedback 

postings (set-up 7).  For the latter, the postings were examined for their number, length and weighting 

of praise, criticism and suggestions in order to unveil the engagement of the authors: their cognitive 

and relational effort.  The findings were then compared with the description of the teaching practice 

in the modules in which they occurred (Modules A and B). After this, a description of the feedback 

practice on the programme was made with the four lenses practice landscape, general 

understandings, projects and practical understandings.  

 

Figure 2: Zooming in with tables of invention 
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Zooming in on the practice provides an understanding of what it makes sense for the students and 

lecturers to do. The observations get close to the object matter and include the smallest everyday 

actions, but, in doing so, they demonstrate that these actions are meaningful in the practice. Acting 

as a passive receiver of feedback makes perfect sense for students who in the interviews state that 

feedback is information (to them), that good teaching is good communication, and that feedback is 

best when it comes from the lecturer.   

For the configurational perspective, I zoomed out to the practice ecology using the tables of 

invention made on the basis of (1) interviews with students and lecturers and in-class observations, 

(2) literature on feedback and (3) interviews with the leader of the department and an educational 

developer. I then described the practice ecology (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: Zooming out with tables of invention 
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4.4.3 Systematising and describing – Paper 3 

In paper 3, the units of analysis are the students’ study practice, including their engagement with 

feedback, and two students’ experiences with the study practice on the basis of their personal 

trajectories of participation trough practices.  The study practice is examined through the students’ 

discourse in and about studying on the programme, how they perform the role of students, the 

relations between students and lecturers, and how the students conduct their everyday life.  Four 

forums are considered: the study group, the small group teaching class, the lecture and workshop 

class, and the lecturer. The tables of invention from the interviews are compared with a re-reading of 

the relevant nodes. This analysis showed that a weak engagement with feedback is also likely to be 

rooted in the students’ study practice. 

The students’ engagement with feedback is examined by a re-reading of the nodes concerning 

their engagement with feedback as doings, sayings and relatings (Table 6): 

 

Table 6: Dimensions of students’ engagement with feedback.* 
Dimensions 
 

Issues concerning engagement with 
feedback on the programme 
 

Concerns related to engaging with 
peer feedback on the programme 

Doing Hand in assignment 
Attend lessons 
Collect feedback 
Read/hear feedback 
Act on feedback received 
Transfer received feedback to other 
disciplines 
 

What the students do when they 
provide feedback 
The knowledge they use to make 
judgements and suggestions 

Saying How the students define feedback 
Knowledge of quality criteria 
Confidence in passing exam 
 

The value of peer feedback 
Challenges of peer feedback 

Relating Reactions to criticism 
Reciprocity 
Willingness to enter into dialogue 

Feelings about presenting 
assignments and feedback to peers 

* The dimensions derive from the interview questions, and were later systematised into the three categories in the left-
hand column. The interview questions were informed by the literature on feedback and Price et al.’s. model of responses 
to assessment feedback (2011). 
 
 

The informants in the study report an engagement with feedback that is characterised by collecting 

information enthusiastically but only visibly taking action when the situation requires it – as was the 

case in this peer feedback.  
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In order to understand how the personal trajectories of participation through practices 

influence how students encounter the study practice, I used a framework suggested by Dreier (Dreier 

2007). An account of the theoretical background for this framework can be found in article 3. 

Interviews with two students were analysed with the following structure:  

 

Table 7: Framework for analysing a student’s experience with the study practice through personal 
trajectories of participation, based on Dreier (2007) 

Categories 
 

Clarification of the categories 

From what position does the student 
view the practice? 
 

In the study group, among the students, among the lecturers; 
how the student experiences the practice from her position. 
 

What abilities does the student have for 
participating? 

The student’s qualifications for participating in the practice 
 

How does the student navigate the 
practice? 

What the student fears and what she wishes to gain from the 
practice; ways of pursuing her goals, considering her and 
others’ concerns and reasons. 
 

The student’s personal trajectory  Past practices: their meaning, how their options differed from 
those of the present study practice; the meaning the student 
ascribes to the current study practice; studying in general, 
and writing assignments and giving/receiving feedback in 
particular. 
 

The student’s everyday life Concerns related to other practices with a possible influence 
on the student’s engagement in the academic and the 
feedback practice.  
 

The student’s  projects For what is the student striving, and for what does she stand? 
 

 

This analysis demonstrated how one diligent student experienced constraints on her engagement with 

feedback, which might not be cognitive but relational and rooted in her personal trajectory. It also 

demonstrated how another student, who enriched her abilities through her trajectory, thrived in the 

specific study practice and engaged with feedback when it included interaction. The presented 

systematisations constitute a basis for a thorough description of the study practice, the feedback 

practice and two students’ experience with them.  

  



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 41 

 

 

5 Summary of results 

 

 

The pilot study found feedback in all the courses with a written examination, which suggests that the 

value of feedback is recognised. However, as demonstrated through the three papers, for the students 

to really engage with feedback, there is room for improvement.   This section summarises the results 

from the three papers. The summaries are structured as follows: (1) aim and research question, (2) 

procedure, (3) findings, (4) how the paper adds to the literature, and (5) the paper’s contribution to 

answering the overall research question in the dissertation. 

5.1 Paper 1  

This paper reviews the overall development in the research on feedback and identifies two trends. 

One trend shifts the focus from measuring the effectiveness of single interventions to recognising 

circumstances that trigger the students’ engagement with feedback recipience (Handley, Price, and 

Millar 2011). This trend identifies the need to identify contextual influences. The other trend is 

preoccupied with understanding feedback as processes in which the students need to play an active 

part: in discussions of criteria, in assuming the role of provider, and in dialogic feedback events (Nicol 

2014; Carless 2015).  This paper takes up the topic of contextual influence on students’ engagement 

with feedback by understanding feedback as processes. It turns the question of engagement around 

and asks which theoretical apparatus is needed to analyse feedback to better understand why students 

are sometimes reluctant to engage with it. As the question concerns contextual constraints on human 

action, practice theory is examined for its ability to provide useful answers.  

The paper demonstrates that engagement with feedback cannot be fully explained with 

cognitive and social constructivist approaches still rooted in a dichotomy between the individual and 

the context. It suggests that a practice-theoretical ontology of feedback as a social practice is able to 

account for contextual influences on social phenomena, such as students' engagement.  



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 42 

The paper defines engagement with feedback as the degree to which students in doings, 

sayings and relatings are directed towards the project of a feedback practice: what they wish to obtain 

through feedback and what they do to obtain it. It suggests that contexts for engagement are related 

to the practice and not the individual student. As people always act according to a practice, what 

matters for engagement is what these practices look like. They are taken as contingent on discursive, 

material and relational contexts that enable and constrain them – what ought to be said in and about 

feedback, and how and in which relations feedback ought to be performed.  Both students and their 

teachers contribute to the creation and upholding of these norms. The feedback practice also has 

contexts, such as financing, communication tools, and architecture, which are brought to it from 

neighbouring practices and as such are more difficult to change. The paper suggests that, by 

considering the practice ontology, it is possible detect reasons for engagement that lie beyond the 

individual and are not simply determining social structures.  

The paper provides an example that demonstrates that feedback is not simply cognitive and 

affective as contended by most of the literature on feedback. It describes a feedback event in which 

individual students are asked to present and to provide peer feedback in front of a class of more than 

100 peers. For the lecturers, this seems like a pragmatic way to quickly provide processual feedback 

to a large number of students. 

In this setting, however, the acting student faces bodily constraints: There is a large audience, 

a room with poor acoustics, time pressure and an important concern for how the feedback 

performance is received by his/her peers. Furthermore, this feedback contradicts the way feedback is 

thought of and performed in the practice, and it is therefore difficult for the students to perform. The 

engagement of both the students at the front and the audience seated around them is constrained by 

both discursive, material and relational contexts, by a lack of practical knowledge of how to proceed 

(Wittgenstein 2009) and a general understanding of feedback that goes against a set-up like this.  

The paper argues that contextual influences on students’ engagement with feedback can 

benefit from being studied as thick descriptions of the feedback practice related to accounts of 

surrounding feedback and teaching practices. Finally, given the complexity and hanging together of 

practices, changing feedback to more student-centred practices and strengthening students’ 

engagement with them requires long-term and institutional efforts.  

 The paper adds to the literature by proposing a conception of context that has validity and that 

makes it possible to examine context systematically. It contributes to the overall research question in 
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the dissertation by offering an ontological and epistemological framework for understanding 

engagement as a phenomenon inherent in the social practice of feedback.  

5.2 Paper 2  

This paper examines whether a practice-theoretical approach is capable of bringing new 

insights into the research on engagement with feedback when applied empirically. With the aim of 

providing explanations for weak student engagement with feedback, the paper explores two contexts 

of engagement in an undergraduate programme at a Danish university: the feedback practice and the 

education complex in which it is enmeshed: the teaching practice, the study practice, the 

administrative practice, educational research, and the local educational development practice 

(Kemmis et al. 2014). Possible contexts for engagement are thus sought outside individual feedback 

performances, in the practices in which they are part.  

To examine the feedback practice, two examples of feedback are analysed in depth and held 

up against the overall description of the practice. One feedback example (set-up 5) demonstrates how 

everything falls into place when feedback is provided by the lecturer as transmission. It follows a 

common understanding between students and lecturers of what feedback is and what roles there are 

to play (expert to novice), and it is performed with a practical understanding of how to do it. The 

feedback is established so that no discursive support is needed, such as matching expectations for 

how the feedback will be conducted or explicit references to criteria. There are no artefacts to uphold 

the practice. Both parties know that this is ‘how we do it’. It makes sense to the student to engage 

with feedback in this context by listening and perhaps note-taking and nothing more. However, from 

both a social constructivist and a practice-theoretical perspective, this engagement would be 

considered as weak.  

Another example (set-up 7) demonstrates that, although students are given the role of 

providers in online feedback, they fail to engage. Their feedback postings are short and dominated 

by praise, and half of them are superficial and lack the required arguments. This role of provider is 

new to them in the module. The instructions are limited, the students are not required to review their 

texts after feedback, and the lecturer’s comments online concern the uploaded assignments and not 

the feedback. Turning feedback into a student-centred activity fails because it goes against the general 

feedback practice and lacks material, discursive and relational support.  

These two examples illustrate contextual constraints on engagement with feedback in the 

programme. As the feedback practice does not take place in a vacuum, other contexts must necessarily 
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be considered. With the theory of practice ecologies (Kemmis et al. 2014), examples are provided of 

how neighbouring practices constitute the wider context for student engagement.  

Feedback on the programme is generally provided by the lecturers and mostly as transmission. 

The lecturers’ feedback is formative and often characterised by imperatives, which is a discourse that 

the students cannot take over. The students’ response to feedback is to ask questions or remain silent. 

The material and discursive support for feedback is sparse. The lecturers are directed in their own 

provision of feedback but not in making the feedback student-centred. Thus, feedback is understood 

and performed as transmission, and its architectural coherence is invisible. A student-centred 

feedback event lacks discursive and material contextual support and is therefore not strong enough to 

counteract the practices in which it is situated.  

The architecture and furnishing of learning spaces demonstrate a general understanding of 

teaching as transmission, and both collaborative and social spaces are limited.  

Financial cutbacks influence class sizes, promote a preference for lectures instead of small 

class seminars, and force lecturers to replace individual teacher feedback with other more economical 

forms. In this time of temporal and financial constraints, the staff is required to spend time on a 

comprehensive course in educational IT.   

Educational research is characterised by a social constructivist and socio-cultural approach to 

teaching, which promotes student-centred teaching and feedback. Important issues in this research 

are constructive alignment, high student involvement, dialogical teaching, sustainable feedback and 

peer feedback. Its potential to influence teaching practices depends primarily on the local educational 

developers and is hindered by a general understanding that research is more important than teaching 

for the lecturers’ careers.  

The educational development practice is informed by the educational research and promotes 

a social constructive approach to teaching in which student-centred feedback is a main issue. The 

course participants feel forced to attend the course in educational IT, and their ambitions are diverse. 

Those from the programme in question appeal to technology mainly to support good one-way 

communication in large classes. In this way, the educational development course does not seem to 

have promoted a more student-centred teaching style. 

The students’ study practice is examined in depth in paper 3 (and only summarised in paper 

2). This study practice is characterised by de facto part-time studies and a high prioritising of the 

student’s life outside university. The students generally dedicate only the necessary time and effort 

to their studies and invest only little time in creating a comfortable social environment for each other.  
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Overall, paper 2 demonstrates how the feedback practice is situated in an educational practice 

ecology which is permeated by the idea of the transmission of knowledge: in the way feedback is 

provided, in general understandings of teaching and feedback, in material arrangements, in 

architecture and furnishing, in financial conditions, and in discourses about teaching. It presents this 

large context as a challenge for engaging students in more student-centred feedback activities. The 

paper argues that, for the students, it probably makes sense not to fully engage in difficult and time-

consuming activities, such as acting on received feedback and evaluating one’s own and others’ work, 

if these are not generally considered pivotal in the teaching and learning practice and if students and 

lecturers mainly consider students in the feedback practice as receivers.  

The paper adds to the literature by demonstrating empirically how practice, as a whole, 

influences students’ engagement with feedback. Therefore, implementing feedback with high student 

engagement is not a matter of how one teacher organises feedback but a matter of how learning is 

organised and thought of at the educational site. It contributes to the overall research question in the 

dissertation by demonstrating that a practice-theoretical approach provides valuable insights that may 

have been suggested but were not fully addressed in previous contributions. 

5.3 Paper 3 

In Paper 3, we get closer to the students and examine the final part of the practice ecology in which 

feedback is nested: the students’ study practice. To do so, the research turns to the students’ life 

trajectory as a contextual condition for their experience with the study practice.  

The students expect their lecturers to be good at explaining, but they do not necessarily expect 

them to be good at organising student-centred activities. Many students’ discourse on academic life 

resembles that of high school life, with words such as pupil, schoolmates and being off after lectures. 

They talk about their studies as something they must complete with a minimum of effort. Many of 

them are unenthusiastic about reading but are keen to take notes in lectures, and they want their notes 

to be closely connected to the lecturers’ slides. They stay away from lessons they do not consider 

important; for example, a lecture dedicated to providing feedback on their assignments and preparing 

them for the examination attracted only half the students. They have no social life on campus but 

leave when they are not attending lessons or the study hall. Relationally, they are dependent on their 

study groups functioning well.  They have not created a safe environment in the class, and they share 

a reluctance to speak up, which is amplified by the large lecture hall and workshops. Their relational 
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expectations of the lecturers are minimal. Their spare time is dominated by part-time jobs that 

sometimes prevent them from participating in educational activities. In addition to this, some of them 

have other interests and commitments. In summary, they are in fact part-time students who attribute 

considerable value to activities and responsibilities outside the university. Therefore, learning 

activities must make sense to them. They are only partly directed in their learning project, to which 

they dedicate only the necessary time and effort. They value lectures and consider good teaching to 

be good communication from the lecturer to them. They show evidence of alienation, having low 

social expectations of lecturers and peers and neglecting to invest time and effort in creating social 

relations in their study programme. They are dependent in their learning project on their study groups 

functioning well and, finally, they find it acceptable not to participate, especially in large classes.  

The students consider feedback to be information given to them about their product or 

understanding. Their knowledge of assessment criteria is generic and technical. They generally 

(though not always, as indicated above) attend classes and events where they think they can receive 

feedback. Their engagement with providing feedback in set-up 7 is restricted, presumably for 

contextual reasons (paper 2). The online peer feedback in set-up 3 on drafts engages them. They make 

an effort to provide good advice and claim to have learnt about their own texts by providing feedback 

on others’. The peer feedback experiences confirm that engagement (only) occurs when it is required 

of the students (Black and Wiliam 1998; Gibbs and Simpson 2004; Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2006), 

which is consistent with their study practice. 

This view on the study practice remains, however, an objectivising gaze from the outside. 

With its decentred focus, it leaves the individual students in the shade. However, we also need to 

know what lies behind their particular performance of the practice. By adopting a first person's 

perspective, the paper therefore examines in depth how two students' personal trajectories of 

participation through practices constitute a context for engagement in the programme. These two 

trajectories represent two extremes concerning time spent on studying. The paper is particularly 

interested in how they encounter their study practice and how they conduct their everyday life (Dreier 

2009a). It is shown that their engagement with feedback is highly influenced by the way they 

encounter their study practice against the background of their trajectories. 

The first student is directed towards a specific professional future and just needs her degree 

in order to proceed with her life. She is unworried about studying and finds it easy to live up to the 

relevant academic requirements. She learns in interactions and is a driver for improving the social 

relations between the students. Her background is characterised by being able to choose and 
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participate in new practices easily. She therefore has a safe position in the practice: she skips lessons 

when needed, reads only when required, but she likes interaction. She recognises the alienation 

among the students but is not affected by it and knows she can rely on her group’s social and 

intellectual support.  She engages with feedback when it is requested of her, finds it important when 

it happens, but does not use it as a source for reflection. Feedback can help her do well in her 

examination, and, as such, it makes sense to her.  

The second student is directed toward the content of the programme. She is a dutiful student. 

Her position is, however, less safe. Her trajectory, as she describes it, is characterised by 

disappointments: in her family, a former study programme, and relations in the actual programme. 

She is disappointed with both lecturers and peers, feeling that she is not rewarded for her efforts. She 

views collaboration and participation in class discussions as hurdles, as she fears being rejected. Thus, 

her position in the practice is problematic, and she tends to withdraw from social occasions. She 

values success in her studies, which is why she devotes time and effort to her studying, albeit possibly 

as a lonely figure. She is very engaged in feedback.  She seeks it when necessary, makes systematic 

notes to remind her of what to do, and uses it for later assignments. Yet she finds the collaboration 

part of feedback difficult. 

The importance of the relational dimension in peer feedback is demonstrated by these two 

trajectories of participation. Individual possibilities for participation do not only depend on external 

practices but also on how the student acts from her position in the context, what the education means 

to her, and how she conducts her everyday life.  

The paper adds to the literature by demonstrating that whether or how it makes sense for the 

students to engage in feedback is not least dependent on their study practice and how other practices 

contribute to the forming of their lives as students. It contributes to the overall research question in 

the dissertation by demonstrating that a practice-theoretical approach provides useful insights that 

may have been suggested but not fully addressed in previous contributions. It also makes up for the 

deficiency of practice theory to understand individual learners by adding insights from their 

trajectorie
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6  Conclusion 

 

 

If students are to learn from feedback, they need to engage with it. Engagement with feedback has 

previously been understood as consisting of a mental state – a ‘readiness to engage’ – and the action 

taken on the basis of this.  It has been suggested that engagement with feedback is influenced by the 

students’ former experience with feedback, engagement’s situatedness in the practice of being a 

student, and the students’ perception of contexts external to the feedback processes. Literature on 

students’ general engagement with their studies also highlights the influence of context. However, 

what context is and how it might influence engagement needed to be clarified.  

This dissertation therefore set out to investigate how context influences students’ engagement 

with feedback with a focus on constraints. Its first project was to examine what theoretical apparatus 

would be appropriate to analyse feedback in order to better understand why students are sometimes 

reluctant to engage with it. As feedback is an organised human activity that takes place in time and 

space, it seemed right to understand it as a situated, social practice.  

A main assumption in the existing literature is that students act rationally in terms of what 

makes them learn and that, through rational initiatives, it is possible to make them engage. This 

dissertation is instead based on the assumption that individuals act according to what it makes sense 

to do in the practices in which they participate. Students who engage weakly with feedback do so 

because it is accepted within feedback practices or other practices in which they participate. What is 

acceptable to do and say in the educational environment is therefore an important context to establish. 

Because of the dissertation’s focus on what determines human action, I adopted a practice-

theoretical approach. According to practice theory, the actions of practitioners create and uphold 

normative contexts that enable and constrain the practice. The contexts are therefore themselves part 

of the practice, and the practitioners are for their part themselves co-creators and carriers of the 

contexts. A part of the contexts is brought to the practice from other practices. On this view, it is not 
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possible to understand context as something contrasted with the individual and its influence on 

individuals’ actions as happening only through their perception of an outward context.  

Practice theory offers an ontology of the practice that makes it possible to describe particular 

practices systematically and in detail and thereby to identify their ‘hanging together’ as the most 

probable explanation for human action. 

 The next project was to demonstrate the utility of using practice theory to examine how 

contexts are able to constrain students’ engagement in feedback practices. In accordance with the 

theory, these contexts were sought in the practices. It was demonstrated that the feedback practice on 

a Bachelor’s programme was permeated with a general understanding of feedback as transmission. 

When feedback was provided by a lecturer, both students and lecturers performed it with ease and 

without discursive and material support. The students acted in accordance with this understanding as 

passive receivers. When feedback instead required the students to engage actively by making an effort 

in providing peer feedback, they either refused to participate or participated only superficially. Their 

engagement was against the demands of their lecturer but in accordance with the overall feedback 

practice.  

In line with the theory of practice ecologies, the patterns of the feedback practice were also 

identified in the teaching practice, the administration practice, and the study practice:  How teaching 

was performed, how teaching was described by furnishing and architecture, how financial cutbacks 

promoted one-way communication, and how students acted as receivers of teaching rather than 

participants in teaching and learning. Educational research and development was found to do little to 

help change teaching practice towards being more student-centred.  

A very powerful context for engagement was found in the study practice. In this practice, it 

was within the norms to be a part-time student, to devote little dedication to studying, to show limited 

consideration for the social study environment, and to participate minimally in classes.  

 The last project was to examine from a first-person’s perspective what it was like for two 

students with different trajectories to encounter this study practice and whether this encounter 

influenced their engagement with feedback. For one student, studying was merely a stepping stone to 

a future professional life and a period of work and joy. She supported the study practice by devoting 

only the necessary time and effort to studying. Peer feedback, however, made sense to her because 

she liked to learn with others.  The other student tried to live up to the lecturers’ academic 

requirements by devoting a lot of time to studying, thereby going against the study practice. Her 

trajectory had made her a lone rider and, through her disappointment with peers and lecturers, she 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 50 

was both a supporter and a victim of the alienation in the study practice. Peer feedback did not work 

for her, but, as a receiver, she was reflective and used her feedback.  

Whether or not it makes sense for the students to engage with feedback depends on their 

practical understanding and what their practices prescribe them to do. Therefore, reasons for a weak 

engagement do not necessarily lie in the feedback event and students will not necessarily engage 

‘just’ because they can learn from it. These findings suggest that the problem of weak engagement 

with feedback should not just be addressed within the organisation of feedback events.Practices are 

entities that hang together and are therefore difficult to change.  

It is possible to draw the following insights from this dissertation. First, interventions intended 

to improve students’ engagement with feedback should be preceded by a holistic analysis of the 

teaching and feedback practices: How they are performed, on what general understandings they rely, 

and on what other practices they are contingent. The present analysis might serve as an example and 

inspiration. Second, it is not possible to change a feedback practice with single initiatives: The 

committed lecturer, if not supported, will burn out and return to the previous method. Changing 

practices therefore requires changing institutions, and changes should be supported discursively, 

materially and relationally. Third, students are carriers of a feedback practice where doings are the 

pivotal element. Changing practices therefore requires doing things differently, not just setting 

different rules for action. Making student-centred feedback work requires redesigning courses so that 

students ‘do’ feedback iteratively as a logical way of being stirred into the study practice – not just 

to improve their exam results. 

 This study is a piece of qualitative research on a situated practice. As such, its findings are 

bound to the case in question yet considered paradigmatic by its material conditions and level of 

attention to feedback. It provides an insight into dynamic and contradictory connections in social 

practices and the contradictory way social practices hang together. The study has strived to provide 

descriptions that are sufficiently ‘thick’ for the reader to identify family resemblances with 

comparable contexts and to re-produce the presented knowledge in the practice of these other 

contexts.  
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English summary 

 

 

The subject of this dissertation is contextual constraints for students’ engagement with feedback. 

Current literature identifies that some students fail to engage with feedback and, as such, cannot not 

learn from it.  The literature suggests that contextual factors – and not just the organisation of 

feedback – might influence student engagement with feedback. This suggestion is supported by 

literature on students’ general academic engagement. However, the literature understands context as 

something separate from the individual student and something that hampers student engagement 

mainly through the student’s perception of it. The main assumption of the present dissertation, in 

contrast, is that such a dichotomy – between individual and context – does not correspond with how 

individuals relate to the social world. It is therefore necessary to clarify what context might be and 

how it might influence engagement with feedback.  

The aim of the research is two-fold: First, it seeks to establish a practice-theoretical conception 

of context. Second, it seeks to demonstrate empirically that, by using this conception to conduct 

research, we can better understand the constraints on students’ engagement with feedback in higher 

education. The research question is how context influences students’ engagement with feedback with 

a focus on constraints. The study is conducted with ethnographic methods, such as interviews with 

students and lecturers, observations in classes and at feedback sessions, and artefacts related to 

teaching and feedback on a Bachelor’s programme within the faculty of Business and Social Sciences 

at a Danish university.  

The project includes three articles and this report. Together, these elements present the 

following main findings. I find that practice theory is a useful tool for investigating social practices 

as it provides an ontology of the practice, a language to talk about the practice, and a way to analyse 

the practice. According to practice theory, human beings meet the word through action and this action 

is organised in practices. People always act according to some practice.  By acting in practices such 

as feedback, the students contribute to the creating and upholding of norms pertaining to the practice. 
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These norms support the students’ practice by enabling and constraining action and therefore 

constitute its context. However, as the context is formed in the practice itself, it does not stand outside 

the practice but is an inherent part of it. At the same time, the context of a practice comprises 

circumstances that stem from actions in other practices, including materiality. In this way, practices 

are held together in larger networks and influence each other.  

The project also demonstrates that the feedback, the teaching, the study practice and the 

administration practices in this programme are permeated with an understanding of feedback as the 

transmission of knowledge. By only engaging minimally with feedback, the students follow a 

feedback practice in which their role is passive receiver and study and teaching practices in which a 

low level of engagement is within the norms. Thus, a low level of engagement makes sense in all 

three practices. Finally, this project demonstrates that the way in which individual students meet the 

study practice depends on their trajectory through practices and that acting according to this practice 

from different positions with it has different consequences for their engagement with feedback.  

 This dissertation makes three fundamental contributions to the research on engagement with 

feedback. First, it proposes a conception of context that dissolves the dichotomy between agent and 

structure and thereby provides more plausible explanations of engagement and a framework for 

investigating contexts systematically. Second, it demonstrates that students will not engage with 

feedback if it does not make sense to them and that meaning must be sought in entire practices – not 

in specific organisations of feedback. Therefore, increasing student engagement with feedback is not 

a question of how one teacher organises feedback but of how learning is organised and viewed at the 

educational site. Third, it shows that how it makes sense for the students to engage is primarily 

dependent on their study practice and how other practices contribute to the forming of their lives as 

students



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 53 

 

 

Dansk resumé 

 

 

Emnet for denne afhandling er forhold, der kan forhindre universitetsstuderende i at engagere sig i 

feedback. Disse forhold søges i kontekster uden for den studerende selv. Litteraturen peger på, at 

nogle studerende ikke engagerer sig i feedback, hvilket forhindrer dem i at lære af det. Den peger 

samtidig på, at forhindringer for engagement måske skal søges uden for organisering af den enkelte 

feedback. Det er en tanke, som støttes af forskning i studerendes generelle studieengagement. Disse 

bidrag synes imidlertid at opfatte kontekst som noget, der står i kontrast til den enkelte studerende. 

Det er de studerendes opfattelse af denne ydre kontekst, der påvirker deres engagement med feedback. 

En grundlæggende antagelse i denne afhandling er imidlertid, at sådan en dikotomi ikke svarer til, 

hvordan individer relaterer sig til den sociale verden. Det er derfor nødvendigt at få en brugbar 

forståelse af kontekst og af, hvordan kontekst kan påvirke engagement med feedback.  

 Afhandlingen har således to formål: Den søger at etablere et praksisteoretisk kontekstbegreb 

i engagementsforskningen.  Dernæst søger den at påvise empirisk, at vi ved at bruge dette begreb i 

en videnskabelig undersøgelse kan bidrage til en forståelse af forhold, der udgør barrierer for 

universitetsstuderendes engagement med feedback. Det forskningsspørgsmål, der søges besvaret, er, 

hvordan kontekster kan udgøre barrierer for de studerendes engagement med feedback. 

Undersøgelsen er gennemført med etnografiske metoder og inddrager interviews med studerende og 

undervisere, observationer af undervisning og feedback så vel som artefakter med tilknytning til 

undervisning og feedback på en dansk samfundsvidenskabelig bacheloruddannelse. 

Projektet består af tre artikler foruden denne sammenfatning. Jeg finder, at praksisteori er et 

brugbart redskab til at undersøge sociale praksisser, fordi den bidrager med en ontologi for praksisser, 

et sprog til at tale om dem og en måde at analysere dem på. Den bringer en forståelse af, at mennesket 

møder verden gennem handling, og at handling er organiseret i praksisser. Forståelsen er at 

mennesker altid handler i overensstemmelse med praksis. Ved at handle i praksisser som feedback, 

bidrager de studerende selv til at danne og opretholde normer for praksissen. Disse normer 
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understøtter deres praksis ved at tillade og sætte grænser for handling og udgør derfor dens kontekst. 

Da konteksten imidlertid er dannet i praksissen selv står den ikke udenfor, men er en iboende del af 

den. Konteksten for en praksis indeholder samtidig også forhold, der kommer fra andre praksisser, 

herunder materialitet. Derved hænger praksisser sammen i større enheder og påvirker hinanden.  

 Jeg har fundet forklaringer på et lavt engagement i feedbackpraksissen, i den måde den er 

forbundet til andre praksisser på inden for uddannelse og i de studerendes personlige livsbaner 

gennem praksisser. Det påvises, at den måde, man organiserer feedback på, underviser, studerer og 

administrerer på denne uddannelse er gennemsyret af en forståelse af feedback som overførsel af 

viden. Når de studerende udviser et lavt engagement med feedback, følger de således en 

feedbackpraksis, hvor deres rolle er den passive modtagers og studie- og undervisningspraksisser, 

hvor et lavt engagement er en acceptabel måde at deltage på. Et lavt engagement er således 

meningsfuld i alle tre praksisser. Endelig viser undersøgelsen, at de studerendes personlige livsbaner 

gennem praksisser har betydning for, hvordan de møder deres studiepraksis, og at det får forskellige 

konsekvenser for deres engagement med feedback, når de følger praksissen fra deres forskellige 

positioner i den.  

 Undersøgelsen indeholder tre grundlæggende bidrag til forskningen i engagement med 

feedback. For det første bidrager det med et kontekstbegreb, der opløser dikotomien mellem aktør og 

struktur og dermed giver mere plausible forklaringer på engagement. Den tillader desuden en 

systematisk undersøgelse af kontekster. For det andet påvises det, at de studerende ikke engagerer sig 

med feedback, hvis det ikke giver mening for dem, og at den mening skal søges i hele praksisser – 

ikke i specifikke organiseringer af feedback. Derfor er indførelsen af feedback med højt 

studenterengagement ikke et spørgsmål om, hvordan én underviser organiserer feedback, men et 

spørgsmål om hvordan undervisning er tænkt og tilrettelagt på et helt studium. Endelig peger 

undersøgelsen på, at hvordan det giver mening for de studerende at engagere sig ikke mindst er 

afhængigt af deres egen studiepraksis og den måde andre praksisser bidrager til at forme deres liv 

som studerende.  
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Appendix A: Interview guide: students 

The interviews were semi-structured. Some questions were not asked as the student touched on them 

without my asking.  

 

Issues Questions 
Introduction Name 

Age 
Year of study 
Upper secondary education 
Parents’ education 

Students’ study practice 
 

• Doings, including use of 
IT 

• Sayings 
• Relatings 
• Projects 
• General understandings  

 

1. Tell me, why did you choose this programme and how are you doing? 
2. What makes you learn the best? 
3. Tell me what you do during a typical week. Think of yourself as the main character 

in a film about a student. Tell me all the things that can be filmed. 
4. Imagine you brought your mother to a class. Would she be able to understand what 

you were talking about? (Why not?) 
5. Do you talk about your studies in your leisure time? What do you typically say? 
6. What do you think about the ambiance in the classes with regard to asking 

questions and participating in discussions? 
7. Do you like your lecturers? Tell me about them. 
8. How do your lecturers use IT? 
9. How do you use IT? For what purposes? 

Students’ participation in feedback 
 

• Experiences with 
feedback 

• Doings and material 
arrangements 
 
 

10. Do you always hand in assignments when you have the chance? How do you work 
on them? How do you learn from that? 

11. How do you define feedback? 
12. Can you give me examples of feedback situations in which you think you have 

learnt something important? 
13. How do you get feedback in your classes – on your understanding and on your 

texts? 
14. Do you get feedback the same way as you did during the first year of studies and 

during high school? 
15. I would like to know about the feedback you get:  

a. Do you always attend tutorials and seminars, and do you always collect 
written feedback? (if not, then why?) 

b. Do you read/hear it? (if not, then why?) 
c. Tell me what you do with it. 

16. How does it affect you when somebody criticises your work? 
Language games in feedback 
 

• Content of feedback 
• Discourse in feedback 
• Meta-discourse about 

feedback 

17. What are the criteria for writing a good exam paper (in each of the modules)? 
18. How do you think you will succeed in meeting these criteria? 
19. Have you experienced getting feedback that told you how well you had done 

compared with a model answer? 
20. Can you give me examples of feedback that you have been able to use to improve 

a work in progress or a subsequent piece of work? 
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21. Has feedback in one module been useful for you in other modules? (If yes, 
examples?) 

22. Is feedback typically short or comprehensive? Does that difference affect your use 
of it? 

23. Are feedback comments normally specific enough that you can act on them? 
(Examples?) 

24. Do you always understand your lecturers’ feedback? (Examples?) 
Peer feedback 
 

• Meta-discourse 
• Discourse  
• Meaning and value of peer 

feedback 

25. How are the instructions for you when you are asked to provide peer feedback? 
26. How do you do it, exactly? 
27. How do you know that you have something important to say about another 

student’s text? 
28. Has peer feedback been useful to you? In what ways? 
29. Do you see any challenges in peer feedback? 

Relatings in the feedback process 
 

• Reciprocity 
• Dialoguing  
• Credibility 
• Feelings 

30. Do you think you get the feedback you deserve compared with the effort you put 
into the assignment? 

31. Do you seek a dialogue with your feedback provider? 
32. Can the tone in the feedback influence on your use of it? (Example?) 
33. How do you like the fact that you are reading each other’s texts? 
34. How would you feel about not handing in an assignment or not providing peer 

feedback? 
35. Does the fact that a lecturer or peer will see your text make you put more effort 

into it? 
Expected learning outcome 
 

• Doings 
• Sayings: values, 

usefulness, purpose 

36. Do you always hand in assignments when you have the chance? How do you work 
with them? How do you learn from that? 
Can you give me examples of feedback situations in which you think you have 
learnt something important? 

Everyday life 
 

• Jobs 
• Hobbies 
• Family/friends/partners 
• Balance  

 

37. Tell me about your job if you have one (sub questions only when necessary) 
a. What do you do?  
b. How do you like it?  
c. How many hours per week do you work? 
d. Is it important for you to be successful in your job? 

38. Do you have any hobbies? (sub questions only when necessary) 
a. What do you do? 
b. How do you like them? 
c. How many hours per week do you spend on them? 
d. Is it important for you to be successful in your hobbies? 

39. Do you have a boyfriend or a girlfriend?  
40. How much time do your family and your partner take up in your life outside 

university?  
41. How do you manage to balance them and your studies? 
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Appendix B: Interview guide: lecturers 

The interviews were semi-structured. Some questions were not asked as the lecturers touched on them 
without my asking.  
 
Issues Questions 
Teaching practice (serves also as introduction) 
 

• Doings, including use of 
IT 

• Sayings 
• Relatings 
• Projects 
• General understandings  

 

1. What is good teaching to you? (What is your role as a teacher?) 
2. Do you like to teach? (Why is that so?) 
3. What does a typical week look like for you? What do you do? 
4. Do you use IT technology? For what purposes? 
5. Do the students participate in discussions? 
6. How would you characterise the discourse that takes place in the classes?  
7. Do you talk about your teaching with your colleagues? 
8. How are your relations with the students? (Do they contact you between classes? 

How do you feel about that?) 
Doings in feedback 
 

• Experiences with 
feedback 

• Doings and material 
arrangements 
 
 

9. How do you define feedback? 
10. Is it an important element in your teaching? 
11. In what ways does feedback occur in your teaching? What do you do? 
12. Do you use IT technology for feedback? Do physical surroundings have 

something to say in the carrying out of feedback? 
13. How did you get feedback when you were a student? 
14. How do your colleagues make feedback occur in their teaching? 
15. Do you face any challenges providing the feedback in the way you would like to? 
16. Do you ever think about the wording and the tone? 

Sayings in feedback 
 

• Content of feedback 
• Discourse in feedback 
• Meta-discourse about 

feedback 

17. Do the students know the assessment criteria for your course? How do you use 
them? 

18. What types of comments do you provide or ask the students to provide to each 
other? (feedback, feedforward, feed-up) 

19. Are your feedback comments short or comprehensive? 
20. Are your feedback comments typically specific or general? 
21. Do you always refer to your feedback as feedback? 

Peer feedback 
 

• Meta-discourse 
• Discourse  
• Meaning and value of 

peer feedback 

22. Is there peer feedback in your course? 
a. How do you organise it? 
b. How do you instruct your students when you ask them to give each other 

peerfeedback?  

Expected learning outcome 
 

• Sayings: values, 
usefulness, purpose 

23. What would you like your students to learn from feedback? 
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Appendix C: Table of invention.  

The table is only an analytical tool for the researcher to identify features in the practice. It should not 

be taken as evidence for a dichotomist conception of social structures.  

 

Project Practice landscape 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sayings Cultural-discursive arrangements  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Doings Material-economic arrangements 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relatings Social-political arrangements 

 

 

 

 

 

 

.  

 

 

  

Practical understandings General understandings/practice traditions 

  

 

 

 

 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 60 

 

 

 

References 

 

 

Adler, P.A., and P. Adler. 1994. "Observational techniques." In Handbook of Qualitative Research, 

edited by Denzin, N.K.; Lincoln, Y.S., 377-92. California, USA: Sage. 

Alvesson, Mats, and Kaj Sköldberg. 2009. Reflexive methodology : new vistas for qualitative 

research. 2. edition ed. London: SAGE. 

Babbie, Earl R. 2014. The practice of social research. Fourteenth edition ed. Boston, MA: Cengage 

Learning. 

Beaumont, Chris, Michelle O’Doherty, and Lee Shannon. 2011. "Reconceptualising assessment 

feedback: a key to improving student learning?"  Studies in Higher Education 36 (6):671-87.  

Bevan, R., J. Badge, A. Cann, C. Willmott, and J. Scott. 2008. "Seeing Eye-to-Eye? Staff and 

Student Views on Feedback."  Bioscience Education 12 (1):1-15. doi: 10.3108/beej.12.1. 

Black, P., and D. Wiliam. 1998. "Assessment and Classroom Learning."  Assessment in Education: 

Principles, Policy & Practice 5 (1):7-74.  

Blair, A., S. Curtis, M. Goodwin, and S. Shields. 2013a. "The significance of assignment feedback: 

From consumption to construction."  European Political Science 12 (2):231-44. 

Blair, A., S. Curtis, M. Goodwin, and S. Shields. 2013b. "What Feedback do Students Want?"  

Politics 33 (1):66. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9256.2012.01446.x. 

BonJour, Laurence. 2013. "Epistemological Problems of perception." In Stanford Ecyclopedia of 

Philosophy, edited by Zalta, Edward N. 

Boud, D. 2000. "Sustainable Assessment: Rethinking assessment for the learning society."  Studies 

in Continuing Education 22 (2):151-67. doi: 10.1080/01580379950177314. 

Boud, David, and Elizabeth Molloy. 2013. "Rethinking models of feedback for learning: the 

challenge of design."  Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education 38 (6):698. 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 61 

Brinkmann, Svend. 2013. Kvalitativ udforskning af hverdagslivet [Qualitative inquiry in everyday 

life]. 1. udgave ed. Kbh.: Hans Reitzel. 

Buch, A. 2014. "Studying Engineering Practice." In Engineering in Context. Engineering identities, 

Values, Contexts, and Epistemologies, edited by Christensen, Steen Hyldegaard, 59-73. 

Springer. 

Burke, Deirdre. 2009. "Strategies for using feedback students bring to higher education."  

Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 34 (1):41-50. doi: 

10.1080/02602930801895711. 

Butler, Deborah L., and Philip H. Winne. 1995. "Feedback and Self-Regulated Learning: A 

Theoretical Synthesis."  Review of Educational Research 65 (3):245. doi: 

10.3102/00346543065003245. 

Carless, D. 2006. "Differing Perceptions in the Feedback Process."  Studies in Higher Education 31 

(2):219. doi: 10.1080/03075070600572132. 

Carless, D. 2015. Excellence in university assessment : Learning from award-winning teaching. 

Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. 

Dreier, Ole. 1999. "Personal Trajectories of Participation across Contexts of Social Practice." In 

Outlines. Critical Practice Studies, 5-32. 

Dreier, Ole. 2007. Psychotherapy in Everyday Life, Learning in Doing: Social, Cognitive and 

Computational Perspectives. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Dreier, Ole. 2009a. "Learning in Personal Trajectories of Participation." In Contemporary theories 

of learning: learning theorists... in their own words, edited by Illeris, Knud, 20-9. 

Abingdon: Routledge. 

Dreier, Ole. 2009b. "Persons in Structures of Social Practice."  Theory & Psychology 19 (2):193-

212. doi: 10.1177/0959354309103539. 

Evans, C. 2013. "Making Sense of Assessment Feedback in Higher Education."  Review of 

Educational Research 83 (1):70-120. 

Ferguson, Harvie. 2009. Self-identity and everyday life, The new sociology. New York, NY: 

Routledge. 

Flyvbjerg, Bent. 2001. Making social science matter : why social inquiry fails and how it can 

succeed again. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Flyvbjerg, Bent. 2006. "Five Misunderstandings About Case-Study Research."  Qualitative Inquiry 

12 (2):219-45. doi: 10.1177/1077800405284363. 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 62 

Geertz, C. 1973. The interpretation of cultures: Selected essays. New York: Basic Books. 

Gibbs, G., and C. Simpson. 2004. "Conditions under which Assessment Supports Students' 

Learning."  Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (1). 

Handley, K., M. Price, and J. Millar. 2011. "Beyond 'doing time': Investigating the concept of 

student engagement with feedback."  Oxford Review of Education 37 (4):543-60. doi: 

10.1080/03054985.2011.604951. 

Handley, Karen, Andrew Sturdy, Robin Fincham, and Timothy Clark. 2006. "Within and Beyond 

Communities of Practice: Making Sense of Learning Through Participation, Identity and 

Practice."  Journal of Management Studies 43 (3):641-53. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-

6486.2006.00605.x. 

Hattie, John. 2012. Visible learning for teachers : maximizing impact on learning. Abingdon: 

Routledge. 

Hattie, John, and Helen Timperley. 2007. "The Power of Feedback."  Review of Educational 

Research 77 (1):81. doi: 10.3102/003465430298487. 

Higgins, R., P. Hartley, and A. Skelton. 2002. "The Conscientious Consumer: Reconsidering the 

role of assessment feedback in student learning."  Studies in Higher Education 27 (1):53-64. 

doi: 10.1080/03075070120099368. 

Hirschauer, Stefan. 2016. "Modest grand theories." In Practice Theory Methodologies, edited by 

Hui, Allison and Schäfer, Hilmar. Wordpress.com. 

Hockings, C. 2009. "Reaching the Students That Studentcentred Learning Cannot Reach."  British 

Educational Research Journal 35 (1):83-98. doi: 10.1080/01411920802041640. 

Hounsell, D. 2007. "Towards more sustainable feedback to students." In Rethinking Assessment in 

Higher Education, edited by Boud, D.; Falchikov, N., 101-13. Abingdon: Routledge. 

Kemmis, S., J. Wilkinson, Christine Edwards-Groves, I. Hardy, P. Grootenboer, and L Bristol. 

2014. Changing practices, changing education. Singapore: Springer. 

Kemmis, Stephen, Christine Edwards-Groves, Annemaree Lloyd, Peter Grootenboer, Ian Hardy, 

and Jane Wilkinson. 2017. "Learning as Being ‘Stirred In’ to Practices." In Practice Theory 

Perspectives on Pedagogy and Education: Praxis, Diversity and Contestation, edited by 

Grootenboer, Peter, Christine Edwards-Groves, and Sarojni Choy, 45-65. Singapore: 

Springer Singapore. 

Kvale, Steinar. 1997. InterView : en introduktion til det kvalitative forskningsinterview. Kbh.: Hans 

Reitzel. 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 63 

Kvale, Steinar, and Svend Brinkmann. 2008. InterViews : Learning the craft of qualitative research 

interviewing: Sage Publications, Incorporated. 

Laurillard, Diana. 2005. Rethinking university teaching : a conversational framework for the 

effective use of learning technologies. 2. ed. ed. London: RoutledgeFalmer. 

Lave, J. 2009. "The practice of learning." In Contemporary theories of learning: learning 

theorists... in their own words, 200-8. Abingdon: Routledge. 

Lave, J., and E. Wenger. 1991. Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation, Learning in 

doing. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Lea, Mary R., and Brian V. Street. 1998. "Student writing in higher education: An academic 

literacies approach."  Studies in Higher Education - LA English 23 (2):157. doi: 

10.1080/03075079812331380364. 

Mann, Sarah J. 2001. "Alternative Perspectives on the Student Experience: Alienation and 

engagement."  Studies in Higher Education 26 (1):7-19. doi: 10.1080/03075070020030689. 

Miles, Matthew B., A. M. Huberman, and Johnny Saldaña. 2014. Qualitative data analysis : a 

methods sourcebook. Third edition ed. Thousand Oaks, Califorinia: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Moses, Jonathon Wayne, -, and Torbjørn L. Knutsen. 2012. Ways of knowing : competing 

methodologies in social and political research. 2. ed. ed. New York, NY: Palgrave 

Macmillan. 

Mulliner, E., and M. Tucker. 2017. "Feedback on feedback practice: Perceptions of students and 

academics."  Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 42 (2):266-88. doi: 

10.1080/02602938.2015.1103365. 

Nicol, D. 2009. "Assessment for learner self-regulation: Enhancing achievement in the first year 

using learning technologies."  Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 34 (3):335-52. 

doi: 10.1080/02602930802255139. 

Nicol, D. 2010. "From monologue to dialogue: Improving written feedback processes in mass 

higher education."  Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education 35 (5):501. doi: pmid:. 

Nicol, D. 2014. "Guiding Principles for Peer Review: Unlocking Learner's Evaluative Skills." In 

Advances and innovations in university assessment and feedback, edited by Kreber, C., 

Anderson, C., Entwistle, N. & McArthur, J., 197-224. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 

Press. 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 64 

Nicol, D., and D. Macfarlane‐Dick. 2006. "Formative assessment and self‐regulated learning: A 

model and seven principles of good feedback practice."  Studies in Higher Education 31 

(2):199-218. doi: 10.1080/03075070600572090;. 

Nicolini, D. 2009. "Zooming In and Out: Studying Practices by Switching Theoretical Lenses and 

Trailing Connections."  Organization Studies 30 (12):1391-418. doi: 

10.1177/0170840609349875. 

Nicolini, D. 2013. Practice theory, work, and organization : An introduction. Vol. 1. ed. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 

Nielsen, Klaus. 2009. "Trajectories of Participation and Social Practice." In Contemporary theories 

of learning: learning theorists... in their own words, edited by Illeris, Knud. Abingdon: 

Routledge. 

Orsmond, Paul, Stephen Merry, and Kevin Reiling. 2005. "Biology students' utilization of tutors' 

formative feedback: a qualitative interview study."  Assessment & Evaluation in Higher 

Education 30 (4):369-86. doi: 10.1080/02602930500099177. 

Price, M., K. Handley, and J. Millar. 2011. "Feedback: Focusing attention on engagement."  Studies 

in Higher Education 36 (8):879-96. doi: 10.1080/03075079.2010.483513. 

Price, M., K. Handley, J. Millar, and B. O'Donovan. 2010. "Feedback: All that Effort, but What Is 

the Effect?"  Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 35 (3):277. doi: 

10.1080/02602930903541007. 

Ramaprasad, A. 1983. "On the Definition of Feedback."  Behavioral Science - LA English 28 (1):4. 

doi: 10.1002/bs.3830280103. 

Reckwitz, Andreas. 2002. "Toward a Theory of Social Practices."  European Journal of Social 

Theory 5 (2):243. doi: 10.1177/13684310222225432. 

Robinson, Sarita, Debbie Pope, and Lynda Holyoak. 2013. "Can we meet their expectations? 

Experiences and perceptions of feedback in first year undergraduate students."  Assessment 

& Evaluation in Higher Education 38 (3):260-72. doi: 10.1080/02602938.2011.629291. 

Sadler, D. R. 1989. "Formative Assessment and the Design of Instructional Systems."  Instructional 

Science 18 (2):119-44. doi: Doi 10.1007/Bf00117714. 

Sadler, D. R. 2010. "Beyond feedback: Developing student capability in complex appraisal."  

Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 35 (5):535-50. doi: 

10.1080/02602930903541015. 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 65 

Schatzki, T. R. 2016. "A Practice Theoretical Epistemology of Large Phenomena." In Practice 

Theory Methodologies, edited by Schäfer, Hilmar and Hui, Allison. Wordpress.com. 

Schatzki, Ted. 2017a. "Practices and People."  Teoria e Prática em Administração 7 (1):26-53. doi: 

10.21714/2238-104X2017v7i1-32735. 

Schatzki, Theodore. 2017b. "Practices and Learning." In Practice Theory Perspectives on Pedagogy 

and Education, edited by Choy, Peter Grootenboer; Christine Edwards-Groves; Sarojni, 23-

43. Springer Singapore. 

Schatzki, Theodore. 2018. "On Practce Theory or What’s Practices got to do (got to do) with it?" In 

Education in an Era of Schooling, edited by Christine Edward-Groves, Peter Grootenboer, 

Jane Wilkinson. Singapore: Springer. 

Schatzki, Theodore R. 2002. The site of the social : a philosophical account of the constitution of 

social life and change. University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press. 

Schatzki, Theodore R., Karin Knorr Cetina, and Eike von Savigny. 2001. The Practice Turn in 

Contemporary Theory. New York :: Routledge. Full text available from Ebrary Academic 

Complete International Subscription Collection:  

Schraube, Ernst. 2010. "Første-persons perspektivet i psykologisk teori og forskningspraksis."  

Nordiske udkast Årg. 38, nr. 1/2 (2010):92-103 26. 

Shove, Elisabeth. 2017. "Practice Theory Methodologies do not exist." In Practice Theory 

Methodologies, edited by Hui, Allison and Schäfer, Hilmar. Wordpress.com. 

Sinclair, H. K., and J.A. Cleland. 2007. "Undergraduate medical students: Who seeks formative 

feedback?"  Medical education 41 (6):580-2. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2923.2007.02768.x. 

Winstone, N. E., R. A. Nash, M. Parker, and J. Rowntree. 2017a. "Supporting Learners' Agentic 

Engagement With Feedback: A Systematic Review and a Taxonomy of Recipience 

Processes."  Educational Psychologist 52 (1):17-37. doi: 10.1080/00461520.2016.1207538. 

Winstone, N. E., R. A. Nash, J. Rowntree, and M. Parker. 2017b. "'It'd be useful, but I wouldn't use 

it': Barriers to university students' feedback seeking and recipience."  Studies in Higher 

Education 42 (11):2026-16. doi: 10.1080/03075079.2015.1130032. 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. 2009. Philosophical investigations. Translated by Anscombe, G. E. M. 

(English text repr.) 4th ed. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 

Yang, M., and D. Carless. 2013. "The feedback triangle and the enhancement of dialogic feedback 

processes."  Teaching in Higher Education 18 (3):285-97. 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 

 66 

Yang, Yang. 2014. "Bourdieu, Practice and Change: Beyond the criticism of determinism."  

Educational Philosophy and Theory 46 (14):1522-40. doi: 10.1080/00131857.2013.839375. 

 



Contextual Influences on Students’ Engagement with Feedback in Higher Education 
PhD dissertation 2019 
Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen, MA 
 
 
 
 
 

Papers 
 
 
 
 

 

1. Investigating non-engagement with feedback in higher education as a social practice.  

2. How context influences students’ engagement with feedback 

3. Students’ personal trajectories of participation as contexts for engagement with feedback.  

 



Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=caeh20

Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education

ISSN: 0260-2938 (Print) 1469-297X (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/caeh20

Investigating non-engagement with feedback in
higher education as a social practice

Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen

To cite this article: Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen (2018): Investigating non-engagement with
feedback in higher education as a social practice, Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education,
DOI: 10.1080/02602938.2018.1525691

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2018.1525691

Published online: 08 Dec 2018.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 18

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=caeh20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/caeh20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/02602938.2018.1525691
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2018.1525691
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=caeh20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=caeh20&show=instructions
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02602938.2018.1525691&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-12-08
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02602938.2018.1525691&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-12-08


Investigating non-engagement with feedback in higher
education as a social practice

Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen

Aarhus University, Aarhus 8000, Denmark

ABSTRACT
Quality in feedback processes rests on students’ engagement with
them. A crucial question is therefore why students do not always
engage. Scholars have defined engagement as a social practice, point-
ing to the influence of context but without explaining its nature. The
purpose of this article is to argue that existing approaches without a
theory of the social cannot fully explain non-engagement and that a
practice theoretical approach may fill this gap. It introduces Stephen
Kemmis’ practice ontology and demonstrates how a feedback practice
can be analysed to explain a weak engagement. The article’s contribu-
tion to research in engagement with feedback is a new ontology of
practice and its methodological apparatus.

KEYWORDS
feedback; engagement with
feedback; practice theory;
Stephen Kemmis;
Theodore Schatzki

Introduction

Researchers recognise formative feedback to be one of the most effective learning activities for
reducing the gap between where the student is and where s/he is striving to get (Sadler 1989).
According to more recent literature, it is furthermore critical for enabling students to evaluate
their own work and thereby enhancing their self-regulation (Boud 2000; Nicol and Macfarlane-
Dick 2006; Boud and Molloy 2013; Nicol, Thomson, and Breslin 2014; Carless 2015). Students
want more formative feedback (Blair et al. 2013), and national councils expect that meeting this
wish will lead to a higher learning outcome (Governmental Committee on the Improvement of
Higher Education 2018).

Students, however, do not always seem to engage with the formative feedback that they get
(Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton 2002; Gibbs and Simpson 2004; Sinclair and Cleland 2007; Blair
et al. 2013; Mulliner and Tucker 2017; Winstone et al. 2017b), which appears to be a problem
that needs further examination. It is therefore the object of interest in this article. The research
to date has tended to focus on how feedback can trigger a cognitive change in the student. The
last 30 years have seen a development in this area: From considering the content and delivery
of information (e.g Ramaprasad 1983) to considering student involvement in feedback processes
(e.g. Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2006) crucial for their cognitive response to feedback and willing-
ness to act on it.

A strand in more recent literature, however, argues that focus should not be on the effective-
ness of specific intervention methods, suggesting that what matters is solely whether students
engage with feedback and that not only the organisation of feedback, but also the social con-
text, should be considered in the search for explanations of engagement (or lack of it) (Handley,
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Price, and Millar 2011; Price, Handley, and Millar 2011). This suggests considering engagement
with feedback as a social practice.

This article pursues this idea but suggests understanding engagement with feedback as a
phenomenon in the social practice of feedback. It proposes using a practice theoretical approach
preoccupied with disclosing the nature of social practices and how they relate to their social
context. The approach is based on the analytical framework of Kemmis et al. (2014) and the
underlying practice ontology of Schatzki (2002). It claims that considering human action as
organised in nexuses and situated in contingent contexts offers access to explanations that are
not accessible to cognitive psychology. The article thus seeks to investigate which theoretical
apparatus is needed to analyse formative feedback in order to better understand why some stu-
dents are reticent to engage with it. It argues that by ontologically considering feedback as a
social practice, it is possible to demonstrate that it might sometimes make sense to students not
to engage with feedback.

The following text (1) demonstrates how, in spite of a growing focus on the student as agent
in feedback processes, cognitive and constructivist feedback research only partially explains
students’ non-engagement with feedback, (2) suggests an ontology of social practice and a
framework for analysis that can provide an understanding of non-engagement, and (3) supports
its theoretical points with an illustrative example. This approach is a first attempt to use a coher-
ent social theory on human action to explain students’ engagement with feedback.

From transmission to engagement

This section will argue that, in spite of a growing focus on the student as the primary agent,
cognitive and constructivist feedback research misses important insights into students’ non-
engagement with feedback. It will follow the two paradigms identified by Carless of feedback as
information and feedback as process (2015, 192) and present an approach within the second
paradigm that suggests research to leave the focus on parameters of effectiveness and instead
concentrate on understanding premises for students’ engagement with feedback (Handley, Price,
and Millar 2011).

The information paradigm
The first contributions to feedback research adopt behaviouristic and cognitive perspectives.
From a behaviourist perspective, students are expected to act on advice given as simple trans-
mission of information and to ascribe the same meaning and importance to the information as
the sender (Stewart 2012; Boud and Molloy 2013). This is still a widespread belief in
many classrooms.

A cognitivist perspective is preoccupied with the quality of information and its delivery. To
Ramaprasad, feedback is ‘information about the gap between the actual level and the reference
level of a system parameter which is used to alter the gap in some way’ (1983, 4). Feedback
must therefore be formative and be: (i) based on criteria (Ramaprasad 1983; Sadler 1989), (ii)
concrete but still sufficiently general to be transmittable to subsequent assignments (Gibbs and
Simpson 2004; Carless 2006), (iii) provided with such a timeliness that students can see the
meaning in using it (Black and Wiliam 1998; Gibbs and Simpson 2004; Price, Handley, and Millar
2011; Blair et al. 2013) and (iv) understandable (Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton 2001; Carless 2006).

In both perspectives, the result of feedback relies entirely on the lecturer’s action, and the
question of the students’ engagement is therefore not addressed (Boud and Molloy 2013). In this
paradigm, the transfer of feedback takes place between a lecturer and an individual student, and
therefore its social space is rather small. There is a claim for feedback to be used by the student,
but the responsibility for that to happen relies on the teacher delivering the information.
Researchers have thus acknowledged that feedback in this approach remains ‘telling’, bearing
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the risk of remaining ‘dangling data’ (Boud and Molloy 2013, 699) if students fail to engage with
it and improve little in subsequent work (Sadler 2010).

The process paradigm
The next contributions to feedback research come from social constructivists, changing the per-
spective from the delivery of information to a preoccupation with the way students learn. In
Nicol’s wording, feedback is ‘a dialogical and contingent two-way process that involves coordi-
nated teacher-student and peer-to-peer interaction as well as active learner engagement’ (2010,
503). Learners must use feedback to construct knowledge. To Carless, students even become the
primary agent in the feedback process. He argues that ‘feedback is a dialogic process in which
learners make sense of information from varied sources and use it to enhance the quality of their
work or learning strategy’. This process includes sharing of interpretations, negotiating of mean-
ing and clarifying of expectations (2015, 192). Feedback becomes co-construction.

At the same time and with approximately the same researchers, a meta-cognitivist strand
asserts that students learn better if they are able to control their own learning process. It stresses
the need for feedback to be sustainable and to enable students to make the evaluative judge-
ments about the work themselves with a long-term purpose of turning them into self-regulated
learners (Boud 2000; Nicol 2009; Sadler 2010). To that end, students must take up the role of
providers of feedback (Sadler 2010; Nicol 2014). However, the ability to make evaluative judge-
ments on higher-order assessment tasks is a skill that lecturers gain from their experience with a
large number of assignments (Sadler 2010). For students to become able to make judgements,
lecturers thus need to involve them in peer assessments designed with the intent to give them
practical experience and skills as well as the necessary conceptual knowledge. Feedback events
should furthermore be iterative and incorporated in the teaching programme as a series of feed-
back loops (Hounsell et al. 2008; Carless 2015), and provided when and in such a way that stu-
dents use them to improve their performance in the actual work or in subsequent tasks (Nicol
and Macfarlane-Dick 2006; Carless et al. 2011).

In this paradigm, equally rooted in cognitive psychology, learning is still a purely cognitive
activity, and the focus remains on the individual, but there is a change of agency. Realising that
students must themselves assume the role as agents in their learning process, the lecturer’s role
is now to organise feedback in ways that allow this to happen. In this perspective, the lecturer
loses control, as the outcome of formative feedback entirely depends on the students’ engage-
ment with it. The social space for feedback has grown: students are now designated to provide
formative feedback to each other, which means that an activity based on a hitherto asymmetrical
teacher-student relation must now be carried out in symmetrical relationships.

The students have been put to work: as the primary agent in their knowledge construction,
they have to enter into dialogues about learning, use their feedback and learn to provide feed-
back themselves to achieve the skills to control their learning process and evaluate their work.
While these activities are most likely to make feedback promote learning, their success relies on
how students engage with them. Students, however, will not necessarily engage in time-consum-
ing, cognitively and socially demanding feedback activities, even if these are said to affect their
knowledge construction.

Engagement with feedback
Data from several studies suggest non-engagement with classic teacher feedback to be an issue
that should not be neglected. Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton (2002) report a majority of students
paying ‘close attention’ to received comments and to ‘bearing them in mind’. Gibbs and
Simpson (2004) refer to some studies showing that students were skim-reading the comments.
Hounsell reports students not collecting their feedback (2007), a tendency for 46% of the
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students in Sinclair & Cleland’s study of 360 medical students (2007). Half of the students in
Bevan et al. (2008) admitted that they had forgotten the suggestions for improvement at the
time of the following coursework, and another half did not use the feedback when revising their
work. These are just examples, but among lecturers, there seem to be even more pessimistic
views of the problem (Mulliner and Tucker 2017), and researchers such as Nicol, Beaumont,
Hounsell, and Price all stress the need for students to engage more with feedback (Blair
et al. 2013).

In this literature, suggested reasons for non-engagement revolve around the organisation of
feedback. The dialogue that students need in order to clarify understanding (Higgins, Hartley,
and Skelton 2001, 2002; Gibbs and Simpson 2004; Carless 2006; Nicol 2010; Price et al. 2010;
Blair 2017) is problematic because of the ‘massification’ of higher education and a resultant
retention of one-way communication in the provision of feedback (Nicol 2010). Students lack
guidance about how to understand and use feedback (Blair et al. 2013), and assessment designs
can lack requirements for students to engage with formative feedback (Gibbs and Simpson 2004;
Blair et al. 2013). The engagement approach, however, also widens the area of explanation to
include reasons outside the organisation of feedback (Handley, Price, and Millar 2011; Winstone
et al. 2017a), and reasons connected to the teacher’s concern for reciprocity, availability, attitude
and credibility (Price, Handley and Millar 2011).

Price, Handley, Millar and O’Donovan (2010) therefore criticise the literature on feedback for a
misplaced focus on the effectiveness of feedback interventions. They argue that attention should
instead be focused on what makes students engage with feedback (Price et al. 2010; Handley,
Price and Millar 2011; Price, Handley, and Millar 2011) and insist on the need to include social
environments as explanatory elements (Handley, Price, and Millar 2011, 547). They assert that
situational contexts influence students’ engagement as well as students and teachers’ expecta-
tions about what feedback is or should be, and about the norms of engagement. Students’
engagement is furthermore influenced by judgements about what constitutes positive patterns
of interactions implied in assumptions about processes of learning and teaching. On the basis of
these considerations, they conceptualise engagement as a social practice. Engagement with feed-
back is defined as students’ involvement with received comments on written student assign-
ments. It has two elements: a readiness-to-engage and an active engagement, consisting of both
covert actions of reflecting mindfully over feedback and overt actions.

In my view, it can be suggested, however, that if feedback is understood as a process that
takes place in a social space in which students must engage actively by entering into dialogues
with both lecturer and peers, student engagement is no longer just a potential response to
received feedback. Without engagement, there is simply no feedback. We therefore need to con-
ceptualise engagement differently.

Plausible reasons for non-engagement in this broader social space as evoked in literature on
students’ general academic engagement also point to contextuality. Conduit, Karpen and Farrelly
assert that engagement has cognitive, emotional, behavioural and social dimensions (2016).
Hockings (2009) suggests a hierarchy of social contexts to influence engagement, and Bryson
(2014) stresses the importance of trust relationships, discourse and supportive social networks.

The constructivist perspective of engagement is that of an individual learner and focuses on
how each student is individually motivated to engage in feedback events under the influence of
a social context. This, however, means that students individually base their actions on interpreta-
tions of the world and are individually affected by the context. Instead, this article aims to estab-
lish that people act and interact in ways that accord with norms in larger groups of individuals
in overlapping practices. Relating to the world is done primarily through participation: action,
training and socialisation (Buch 2014). Practice theory, therefore, has the practice as the unit of
analysis and offers an ontology of context that explains how contextual structures determine but
also are determined by social practices. Like Handley, Price and Millar’s approach, it is part of a
large group of practice theories interlinked by ‘family resemblances’ (Wittgenstein 2009).
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New ontological premises

What social context might be and how it exercises influence on humans are questions at the
centre of Kemmis et al.’s work on practice and education (2012; 2014). Before turning to
Kemmis, however, it will be useful to establish a number of assumptions shared by practice theo-
rists (Nicolini 2013).

First, in practice theory, not humans but human activity composes the foundation of the
social world. Structures like institutions and organisations are also created and upheld by human
activity and therefore only live as long as these activities take place. In consequence, structures
or context not only determine but are also determined by processes in a ‘two-way traffic’
(Nicolini 2013, 3).

Second, practice theory considers all human action to unfold in time and space. Therefore,
materiality is always interwoven with the practice: how rooms are furnished, what objects are
used in the practice and how bodies perform in the practices. Considering some human actions
as purely cognitive and not involving body and objects is therefore not possible. Practice theor-
etical thinking dissolves dichotomies such as agent-structure and body-mind: the body cannot
be reduced to a mind-driven tool for calculated activity, because practice is the activity of
the body.

Third, in practice theory, there is a special role for human agency. Humans are neither consid-
ered rational decision makers nor blind rule-followers. They tend to follow the norms within laid
out practices but will also, by their performance of the practice, leave their imprints on it. They
are therefore said to be ‘carriers’ of practices.

Fourth, in foregrounding activity as the basic foundation of the social world, practice theory
changes conceptions of knowledge, discourse and meaning. Knowledge cannot be packages
stored in peoples’ mind, but is brought about, used and ascribed to them in carrying out practi-
ces. Similarly, language does not in itself hold meaning. Instead, meaning is created by the way
we use the medium of language and in what circumstances.

Fifth, based on human activity, practices are arenas for interest, conflict and power that,
therefore, are seen as constitutive elements of social reality.

These assumptions lead to a specific way of understanding social matters: a practice theoret-
ical analysis must have the practice and not the practitioners as the unit of analysis. Only when
we know the set of conditions in a practice, can we ask what sort of agency is made possible.
Moreover, an analysis draws on the situational context to get access to the knowledge and
meaning in the practice, cf. Geertz’ notions of ‘thick description’ (1973) as sense-making emerges
from the practice – not from individuals (Nicolini 2013, 7).

Practice theory as a frame for analysis

What does it look like when we take these assumptions into an analysis of engagement with
feedback as a social practice? To this end, we will make use of Kemmis et al.’s theory of practice
architecture (2014), which is mainly grounded in Schatzki’s conception of practice as the site of
the social (2002).

Schatzki teaches us that what people do and say, thus also how they enact feedback, is part
of social practice. His idea of practice embraces two dimensions: the way people act and the way
their actions are organised or bundled in nexuses (2002, 71). These nexuses consist of four nor-
mative orderings: (a) practical understandings of how to perform actions pertaining to the prac-
tice, (b) explicit rules, (c) a teleoaffective structure assembling the doings and sayings that the
practitioners ought to realise or that are acceptable for them to realise and (d) general under-
standings holding up the practice, for example about work, learning or feedback.

Practices are situated in orders or arrangements that comprise both the practices and the
material objects and human beings enmeshed in them. Context, in this thinking, is,
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therefore, not only structures different from and surrounding a practice but also the organ-
isation of the practice itself. The relation between context and practice is characterised by
prefiguration, which means that context structures the possible field of action. Prefiguration
can happen by constraint and enablement. Arrangements thus enable and constrain sayings
and doings.

Kemmis et al. follow Schatzki’s approach to practice and turn it into a frame for analysis. In
order to bring forward the social-political dimension that always attends practices, they make
what they refer to as relatings explicit. In consequence, they propose to understand practice as a
form of socially established cooperative human activity of sayings, doings and relatings that
shapes and is shaped by a practice architecture of three dimensions (Figure 1): The material-eco-
nomic arrangements are the resources that make possible the actions undertaken in the practice
– what can be done in the physical set-ups, in the physical space-time of the practice. The cul-
tural-discursive arrangements are the resources that make possible the language used in and
about the practice. They enable and constrain what is relevant to say in the practice or what dis-
course is appropriate for describing it. Finally, the social-political arrangements are the resources
that organise the relationships between people and non-human things in the practice through
the medium of power and solidarity: rules and roles and agreements as to what to do (Kemmis
et al. 2014).

An analysis as proposed by Kemmis et al. describes the practice’s doings, sayings and relat-
ings through the lenses of four perspectives: on the individual side of the practice, we see how
doings, sayings and relatings are framed within the projects of the actors (the teleoaffective
structures) and shaped by their practical understandings of how to go on in the practice. On the
extra-individual side of the practice, we see how the practice transpires in practice landscapes -
how humans and non-human things are involved in the practice – and how the practice is
informed by general understanding supporting the practice.

Figure 1. The practice architecture discerned through four perspectives. Adaptation from (Schatzki 2002) and (Kemmis
et al. 2014).
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Considering feedback as a social practice of learning therefore means to understand learning
as participation: feedback is a learning practice that enables students to be ‘stirred into’ a sub-
stantive practice – the learning objectives for the course (Kemmis et al. 2014). To be ’stirred into’
practice is Kemmis et al.’s word for being initiated into an already existing practice in a process
similar to Lave and Wenger’s ’peripheral legitimate participation’ (Lave and Wenger 1991).

Example

The example concerns the introduction of processual peer-feedback at an early stage of the pro-
ducing of a text where understandings and processes are in focus and where students have
good chances to use the feedback in their further writing process. Peer-feedback is chosen as an
example as it is in line with the recommendations of Nicol (2014) among other social constructi-
vists. It demonstrates how changing feedback from a teacher-centred to a student-centred prac-
tice enabling students to engage as providers requires at least two things: (1) thorough
considerations of how to organise peer-feedback as a learning activity, but also (2) considera-
tions of how existing practices can form constraints to the success of a new. The example is
drawn from my own research but must be seen exclusively as illustrative, and, in accordance
with the article’s problem statement, focus will be on constraints to engagement. Sources are
observations as well as student and lecturer interviews. A peer-feedback set up in a second-year
class on management is, by the lecturers, thought of as a new and useful learning activity. The
students’ engagement is, however, weak, and the activity turns out to become teacher feed-
back instead.

The unit of analysis is the feedback practice in the course. As a thorough description will be
too extensive, I will instead learn about the practice by zooming in (Nicolini 2009) on the specific
peer-feedback set-up and later zoom out to the practice and practices surrounding it. The zoom-
ing in will consist of a thorough description of the doings, sayings and relatings as I see them
through the four perspectives: the practice landscape, the project, the practical and the general
understandings (Kemmis et al. 2014; Buch 2016). In the analysis that follows, I will zoom out to
show how student engagement in the peer-feedback is enabled and constrained by the feed-
back practice in the course and how the latter is enmeshed in surrounding practices.

Organisation of feedback in the course
In the first two semesters of the programme, the students have had very few experiences with
feedback in the sense of comments on a product heard or read by the provider of feedback.
There has been one oral summative teacher feedback after a written end-of-term assessment
and one formative group peer feedback, which the students hardly remember. Therefore, when
asked about their experiences with feedback at university, they shake their heads and can hardly
recall having received any. I meet them in a third-semester course on management where Annie,
the lecturer in charge, has chosen to supplement the series of lectures with three workshops for
the whole class of 117 students instead of splitting the teaching up in three tutorial courses.
This is to make it possible for all of the three lecturers involved in the course to be available for
the students when working in groups. Annie and her colleagues think feedback to be a useful
learning activity and therefore enact it in different ways throughout the course in connection
with a non-graded formative assessment.

Through the workshops, the students work continuously in their study groups with a written
assignment similar to the one they will meet at the examination. They are offered a series of five
different feedback set-ups. The first is processual: while the students work in their groups, they
can call for a lecturer to answer questions or provide feedback on their ideas. The second, which
is the one that I will use as an example, is also processual: every 45 minutes, a group is ran-
domly assigned to present its process and another to provide peer-feedback to it supported by
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the lecturers. This happens in front of the whole class and is thus also meant to serve as collect-
ive feedback. The third set-up is a group peer-feedback managed through a learning manage-
ment system. A lecture is afterwards turned into a collective teacher feedback on the revised
assignments, which is the fourth feedback set-up. Finally, as a response to the students’ requests
for more feedback, two of the lecturers receive the groups in slots of 15 minutes for oral feed-
back on their assignments.

Zooming in
The feedback practice transpires in a practical landscape. In this perspective, we describe
how people and objects are enmeshed in the practice. The peer-feedback takes place in front of
the whole class in the workshops. We will follow the first workshop.

There are three lecturers and about 117 students of whom three times two students become
protagonists. The participants do not know each other very well. Some of the students do not
remember the names of the three lecturers, and according to Annie, it is possible that not all
groups are necessarily in dialogue with a lecturer during the workshops. The lecturers, for their
part, have not asked the students to wear name tags, which mean that they know only a few of
the students’ names. In the study groups, the students know each other. Yet, some students’
attempts to make the whole class meet for a social event have come to nothing, as only very
few show up.

The class meets in lecture theatres for the course lectures and in large, flat rooms for the
workshops. For lack of flat rooms for classes of this size for this first workshop, the course has
been assigned a room which is too small and with poor acoustics. The students are asked to
bring tables and chairs from a neighbouring classroom and take them back after the workshop.
They sit very close, and the room is hot. The noise level is high when all the groups are working.

The announced peer-feedback session proceeds like this: one group is assigned to present its
work so far, and another to provide feedback on what is presented. Thus, two students stand up
to do the talking. This happens three times with students from different groups. They speak in a
low voice and are not necessarily turned towards the whole class as they just stand up from
where they are seated. It is difficult for students in the back to see them and even more difficult
to hear them. Sometimes, it is also difficult for themselves to hear each other. A microphone is
produced, but it is out of order. The feedback sessions take about 15 minutes, of which the
assigned students talk for about five. In the remaining time, a lecturer turns the feedback into a
teaching sequence having one or two other students from the class answer questions. The lec-
turers speak in loud and clear voices. They make evaluative judgements and offer clear advice:

Correct, now you see it from the perspective of the organization.

Stay there! Qualify our suggestion! Good work! (Sylvia, co-lecturer).

The practice is framed within projects. In this perspective, we describe what we take to be the
projects or the purposes of the practice. The lecturers’ project in this set-up is to teach the stu-
dents how to write a process reflection as that will be part of their examination paper. The
methodology for it is to evaluate the process of some groups while the class is listening. At the
same time, it is an activity that serves to break a three-hour group work. What they tell the class,
however, is that this activity is teacher supported peer-feedback that will serve as an example
for the rest of the class. The two students are thus important protagonists in the activity.

The feedback practice is shaped by practical understandings. In this perspective, we examine
which practical understandings are called on or developed in the practice. What the feedback
providers are expected to focus on (criteria) and what kind of comments they are expected to
give (advice?) are not revealed. The providers are not at ease. Some make a few comments
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based on what their own group has done if they are lucky enough to be as far in the process as
the group they talk to. They tend to omit criticism, turning instead to praise: ‘That sounds good’.
Their comments are thus few and weak, and the lecturers quickly take over.

From the examples that they are given about how other groups have proceeded and the
lecturers’ feedback to them, the class learns about various ways of proceeding, especially taking
in the lecturers’ reflections. Many of the groups point out how this influences their subsequent
work, while others have difficulty relating what they hear to their own projects:

Feedback from the lecturers has made us change direction in our work.

We have learnt from the feedback the lecturers gave. They said “Stick to that”, and that’s what we are
going to do.

It is from a presented example that we have learnt what a policy goal is.

The peer-feedback is, however, rated low:

I haven’t learnt anything from the peer-feedback.

We need a basis for giving feedback.

The peer-feedback is too vague.

The feedback practice is informed by general understandings. In this perspective, we look for
general understandings that hold up the practice. The students think of feedback to be provided
by someone more knowledgeable than themselves:

‘It’s what the lecturers say that matters.’

It doesn’t work. They know as little as we do

The prioritising of the time in this peer-feedback set-up shows that the lecturers agree with
them. Also, in my interview with Annie, I ask her what specific elements in the course she
defines as feedback. She answers by listing the three set-ups where the lecturers are assigned to
provide feedback. Only later, she remembers the two peer-feedback set-ups.

Among the students, it is generally understood to be within the norms of doing student to
remain silent, however without judging those who speak up:

It’s unpleasant to be asked in a cold call, because you may not have anything to say. It’s humiliating to
stand before a hundred students without being able to say anything.

It’s not because there is an ambiance for not speaking up – I like when people do it. It doesn’t create a bad
ambiance if you do.

Evaluating others’ work seems to be even more problematic, and there is some indication
that students avoid doing so:

Not many want to say anything. Which means that you don’t feel like… and especially, you don’t like to
criticise others, although it’s not necessarily negative.

You just don’t feel like saying anything about others’ work

Then the feedback becomes ‘It sounds good’

Zooming out and analysis
Using Kemmis et al.’s practice ontology, I have identified the following likely constraints in my
attempt to offer explanations for the student protagonists’ weak engagement. There is clearly a
discrepancy between the lecturers’ project and their organisation of this learning activity since
the student provider of feedback does not seem to be a necessary agent for making the
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students reflect on their processes. What manifests itself is teacher feedback, not surprisingly as
this is how feedback is normally practised in this course.

The enacted teacher feedback practice is held up by the general understanding that lecturers
are competent evaluators of students’ work and that students can learn from examples. The
asymmetrical knowledge relation between the positions of teachers and students determines
and is determined by a specific teacher feedback discourse consisting of judgements and explan-
ations. The doings of the students are mainly those of receivers: listening, processing information
and possibly taking action. Surrounding and supporting this feedback practice enacted by the
lecturers is the teaching practice in the course and on the programme. The main teaching
method is lecturing, the workshops being thought of as a supplement. The general idea of the
teacher as provider and the students as receivers of information is furthermore embodied in the
architecture and the furnishing of the learning spaces. This contributes to the perpetuation of
the teaching practice: in the lecture halls, the students’ seats are turned towards the lecturer, the
power point and the microphone. However, the same structure is also found in most of the
classrooms for tutorials. While the furniture may be moved around, yet it has to be put back
after the class.

Peer-feedback is a new feature in this course. It is not part of the students’ practical under-
standing to know how to proceed or ‘to go on’, in Kemmis et al.’s words, whereas this is the
case for the lecturers. They are so immersed in feedback practice that they are not even con-
scious of what they are doing: ‘A template for what to say to them developed in my head… as
I spoke’, as Annie puts it in my interview with her.

Between the students, the knowledge relation is symmetrical, and they therefore need to get
an idea of how this change of roles is supposed to make sense to them (project) and they also
need clear instructions as to what the providers are expected to do (what rules to follow), which
they do not get. With such a weak discursive arrangement they are left without a language other
than that of co-lecturer Sylvia. The room for action (material arrangement) of the two protago-
nists is very small: within a few minutes and without getting time to think, one of them must
account for the previous 45 minutes’ work and the other decide how to comment on it. The fact
that the lecturers take over quickly may be felt like a relief but probably prevents the students
from realising that what goes on is peer-feedback, not least because there are no objects to sup-
port it like written guidelines or microphones. Providing feedback is a social act mediated by
power and solidarity. Without clear guidelines and well-defined criteria, the providers are unsure
whether being on the right track themselves and thus in risk of standing without legitimacy for
exercising power. Therefore, they turn to solidarity and non-engagement instead – not least
because they perform in a large intimidating social space.

To many, the class becomes a powerful judge of their performance and bodily appearance
rather than a source of solidarity. The degree to which they are willing to engage under these
conditions depends on the directionality and project of the practice as laid out by the lecturers,
which, as we have seen, are not strong. A project of protecting themselves, however, is strongly
felt and may explain the weak engagement, although this might result in a poorer learning out-
come. The social-political arrangements constraining the students’ engagements are thus also
made by themselves. Their general understanding of doing student as a practice where they do
not have to participate orally and definitely not judge their fellow students’ work makes it diffi-
cult to organise student-centred learning activities, including peer-feedback. Investigating the
students’ general study practice is thus likely to reveal similar projects concurring with the edu-
cational one and disturbing their directedness in learning practices proposed by their lecturers.

The architecture of the feedback practice in this course thus constrains rather than enables
the engagement of the students in the actual peer-feedback set-up. It includes structures and
material objects brought to the practice, but also the practice itself: The practitioners – lecturers
and students – are carriers of a feedback practice that leaves only little room for the students to
be active and engaged participants.
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Discussion and perspectives

The aim of the present article is to discuss which theoretical apparatus to use when analysing
formative feedback in order to understand why some students are reticent to engage with it. To
achieve this purpose, main contributions on feedback and engagement with feedback have
been consulted. The latter has pointed to the influence of context, a view that this article shares,
albeit with a theoretically differently founded understanding of what context is and to what.

Four insights can be gained by understanding students’ engagement with feedback as a phe-
nomenon that can be explained by considering feedback as a social practice. First, it defines
engagement as the degree to which students in their doings, sayings and relatings are directed
towards the project of a feedback practice.

Second, it implies a different conception of context that we have called arrangements. The
context for engagement is not to be found around the individual student, but in and around the
feedback practice that it determines by prefiguration. It enables and constrains the practice in a
two-way traffic: the way students engage with feedback is determined by contextual elements
like lecturers’ discourse about and organisation of feedback or the space for the activity.
However, the way in which the students carry out the feedback practice constitutes in itself a
structure that enables and constrains the students’ individual participation as well as the struc-
tures around them like the discourse, organisation and space for the activity.

Third, the example demonstrates that feedback practices cannot be said to be purely cogni-
tive. They are bodily performances - in this case standing up, turning towards a public, speaking
loudly and in a distinct voice – enabled and constrained by bodily abilities and materiality: class
and room size, furnishing, temperature and time-space. And they are also social performances: In
the peer-feedback, they imply the willingness to play a role that is normally thought of as that
of the teachers’, neither receiver and the provider knowing whether there is solidarity to find.
Engaging with feedback is always a social accomplishment too.

Fourth, when defining what enables student engagement with feedback, we must know
about the specific practice: the projects, the practice landscape, as well as the practical and gen-
eral understandings that hold up the practice. ‘Thick’ ontological descriptions (Geertz 1973)
about one feedback practice must inspire to critical thinking about other practices.

The practice theoretical approach gives rise to theoretical, methodological and educational
considerations. Feedback is by most people presumably understood as information about an
assignment or an understanding. When we think about it theoretically, we must, however, con-
sider engagement with feedback as the only necessary element in the feedback process, as infor-
mation only turns into feedback when students engage with it. Discourses about and
organisations of feedback must, therefore, be understood as important contexts for engagement,
but they are not the only elements in a practice architecture. As established by social constructi-
vists like Nicol (2014) and Boud and Soler (2016), and in accordance with a practice theoretical
view on learning as participation (Lave 2009), we must conceive engagement as giving, receiving
and acting on feedback.

Important methodological perspectives to feedback research are to change the unit of ana-
lysis from individual students to feedback practices. Understanding the practices must be based
on thorough descriptions of what can be observed in specific situations. These descriptions must
be related to accounts of surrounding feedback and teaching practices in a movement of zoom-
ing in and zooming out in order to disclose a texture of interconnected practices (Nicolini 2009).
The method illustrates how ontology becomes methodology in practice theory: It is by describ-
ing the feedback practice that constraints to engagement can be revealed. As discussed by
Matusov (2007), the research of practices may pose problems of holism, because the heterogen-
eity and complexity of data make them less manageable. In my example, I have focused on one
set-up, showing that the weakness of engagement was due to the power of the feedback
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practice of which it was a part. However, it was also determined by overlapping practices of
which many more could have been included resulting in higher complexity and deeper insight.

The educational perspective is that changing educational practices such as that of feedback
into more student-centred learning is a comprehensive project. Social practices tend to be diffi-
cult to change because they are bundles of nexuses and bound to surrounding and neighbour-
ing practices in determining networks. In the growing awareness of feedback as a practice that
implies increased participation of peers together with a decrease in classic teacher feedback, a
tool for understanding what conditions students’ engagement is critical. A practice theoretical
approach must be part of that toolbox.
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How context influences students’ engagement with feedback  

Bente Mosgaard Jørgensen 
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For several decades, research has focused on methods to ensure the effectiveness of feedback, 

but there is a lack of knowledge about what makes students engage with it.  Social 

constructivists call for research to identify contextual factors that lead to weak engagement with 

feedback. This paper responds to such a call but using a different framework.  It considers 

feedback to be a social practice and engagement with it as belonging to this practice. With a 

practice-theoretical approach, it analyses the feedback practice and its educational environment 

as contexts. Research for this paper was carried out in 2016 as a single case study based on 

observations, interviews and artefacts in an undergraduate social science programme at a Danish 

university. It demonstrates that feedback practices are enmeshed in discursive, material and 

social arrangements that tend to make it difficult to change them and thus difficult to increase 

the students’ engagement. The paper argues that changing practices is an institutional rather 

than an individual challenge.   

Keywords: engagement, feedback, peer feedback, context, social practice, Higher Education 

 

Introduction 

Research has argued that feedback without student engagement remains a fruitless endeavour (Price 

et al. 2010; Jørgensen 2018). However, it can be challenging to make students engage with feedback. 

The influence of context has been identified in the literature on general academic student engagement 

(Bryson 2014; e.g. Conduit, Karpen, and Farrelly 2016), and Handley, Price and Millar (2011) have 

applied this discussion into the area of students’ engagement with feedback. 

In their conceptual paper on students’ engagement with feedback, Handley et al choose to 

focus on assessment feedback, a process in which a lecturer provides students with individual 
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feedback. They consider engagement with feedback to consist of a ‘readiness-to-engage’ and a 

subsequent potential taking of action. The context influences the individual student’s readiness-to-

engage by framing expectations about what feedback is or should be. As such, engagement is 

considered a situated practice. The situational context comprises both a temporal and a situated 

aspect: the student’s former experience with feedback and the actual practice of being a student in a 

community of learners. Handley et al call for further research in the area and for this research to 

include possible wider contexts for engagement. By agreeing that the close, situated perspective 

cannot stand alone, this paper responds to Handley et al’s call for further research and conducts an 

empirical examination of a case to disclose possible influences from both the feedback practice itself 

and the contexts surrounding the feedback practice (Nicolini 2017). The paper therefore sets out to 

examine how contexts are able to constrain students’ engagement with feedback on an undergraduate 

programme. It differs from Handley et al.’s approach in two respects: 

First, it investigates the contextual conditions for engagement with peer feedback, as this type 

of feedback is increasingly replacing individual teacher feedback. Peer feedback has a great potential 

to improve the students’ learning strategies and their ability to assess the quality of their own and 

others’ work (Boud 2000; Carless 2015; Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2006; Nicol 2009;  2014; Sadler 

2010) and can ease the workload of the lecturer. Second, instead of considering engagement to be a 

mental state that leads to action depending on the individual’s perception of the world, this paper 

considers engagement to be the degree to which students are directed towards a project of a feedback 

practice. The paper demonstrates how engagement is situated in and influenced by contexts within 

and around feedback practices in a higher education programme. 

The paper examines empirically the conditions of feedback and the students’ engagement with 

it on a BA programme within social sciences. This particular environment is recognisable for many 
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Danish university teachers: it is marked by financial constraints and the lecturers’ level of knowledge 

about feedback is most likely in line with the national average.  

 The overall results of this study suggest that, in spite of its many shapes, feedback is 

characterised by a transmission of information that lacks student engagement and that significant 

explanations for this can be found in the context of the practice. The paper’s contribution is to 

demonstrate that explanations for students’ lack of or limited engagement in more horizontal 

feedback activities should be sought not only in their individual capacities but also in the contexts of 

the feedback practices. In order to ensure that students engage with more interactional feedback 

practices, such as peer feedback, it is therefore necessary to make changes not only in the delimited 

feedback practices but also in their context, in which teaching, administration, educational research, 

local educational development and studying are interdependent practices in an educational practice 

ecology. 

 

Materials and methods 

Theoretical approach 

Constructivist approaches to feedback have provided insights into how feedback should be organised 

so that students can learn from it. These approaches identify factors such as dialogue (Nicol 2010), 

co-creation of meaning (Carless 2015), sustainability (Boud 2000), timeliness (Nicol and Macfarlane-

Dick 2006), feedback loops (Hounsell et al. 2008) and peer assessment training (Sadler 2010). Such 

approaches have provided an understanding of how feedback should be organised so that students 

become active learners and thereby benefit fully from the activity. This paper argues, however, that 

concentrating on how to organise feedback might not be enough, since there are contexts outside the 

organisation of feedback that might influence the learners' engagement with it. In this paper, I aim to 
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demonstrate that, by considering feedback a social practice and examining it within the framework 

of practice theory, it is possible to discover rationales for the phenomenon of weak engagement which 

would otherwise remain invisible to research.  

The paper rests on two main assumptions: The first assumption is that we cannot understand 

individuals as opposed to the world because they are themselves part of it. Human action both 

contributes to and is subject to contexts, and these contexts are practices and material arrangements. 

The second assumption is that individuals always do what makes sense to them and that this meaning 

comes from the practice. Therefore, explanations for students' engagement with feedback must be 

sought in practices. These assumptions direct the data analysis in the paper.  

Understanding social phenomena from a practice-theoretical perspective implies describing 

the ontology of the practice in which these phenomena occur (Buch and Andersen 2015). It is the 

description of the ontology that enables us to understand the situatedness of the phenomenon and how 

its practice context can influence it (Buch 2014). Practice theory thus provides a conceptualisation 

that makes it possible to see and understand contexts for students’ engagement with feedback. In this 

paper, I will apply the practice-theoretical framework of Stephen Kemmis  (2014), the vocabulary for 

which I describe in the following.  

Considered a social practice, feedback can be described as an established human activity 

consisting of three aspects: what the students do (doings), what the students know and say (sayings), 

and how the students relate to each other, their teachers and physical objects (relatings) (Jørgensen 

2018). This feedback activity is driven by the students’ projects – what they seek to achieve by 

participating in feedback – and the extent to which they are directed towards these projects (Schatzki 

2002). Through the feedback activity, the students develop their practical understanding of both ‘how 

to go on’ (Wittgenstein 2009, § 151) – how to proceed – in feedback and how to use quality criteria 

to make evaluative judgements and thereby master the field.  
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 The feedback practice is enmeshed in a practice landscape, which is a practice-theoretical 

answer to the question of what context is. The landscape consists of three kinds of arrangements: 

cultural-discursive arrangements, material-economic arrangements and social-political 

arrangements. The cultural-discursive arrangements define what can be said in and about feedback. 

Material-economic arrangements make feedback possible: how the teachers organise feedback and 

under what material conditions. And the social-political arrangements define the relationships 

between students and teachers and between students and materiality in a span between power and 

solidarity. While acting in the practice, the students re-produce and change it. How they act in 

feedback is therefore contingent on both the normative arrangement made by themselves and the 

arrangements brought to their practice by the teachers: discourses, organisation and materiality, and 

more or less implicit rules for social intercourse. The practice is upheld by general understandings 

created by a tradition of what, for instance, feedback, teaching and learning are about (Jørgensen 

2018). In this article, the practice will be examined through four lenses which assemble the practice 

architecture: the practice landscape, the general understandings, the projects (and what is done to 

pursue them) and the practical understanding. 
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Figure 1: The practice architecture discerned through four perspectives. Adaptation from (Schatzki 
2002) and (Kemmis et al. 2014). 
 

 

 

With this theoretical starting point, I will conceptualise feedback as comprising what students and 

educators do and say and how they relate to each other and material things in the process in which 

students present a work in progress or a final work with the purpose of promoting an improvement. 

The nature of this improvement can differ from one situation to another, depending on the project 

pursued. Students’ engagement with feedback is thus how their participation in feedback is directed 

towards the project of improvement (Jørgensen 2018). 

  In this perspective, feedback does not take place in a social vacuum. Likewise, the feedback 

practice with its contextual arrangements also has its own contexts upon which it is more or less 

contingent. With his theory of practice ecologies, Stephen Kemmis suggests seeing how practices 

with close relationships can bundle to form structural entities comparable to ecological systems in 

which they shape each other. They can be connected as networks or nested systems and by 

interdependence, diversity, cycles, flows, development and dynamic balance (Kemmis et al. 2014). 
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In this theory, which was developed on the basis of empirical research conducted within the Leading 

and Learning project in the school system of two regions in Australia (2010-2012), Kemmis et al. 

observe how sayings, doings and relatings in one practice become practice landscapes in others. In 

the Leading and Learning project, five practices were found to be dependent on one another: (1) 

student learning, (2) teaching, (3) professional learning, (4) leading and (5) pedagogical research. 

Together, these practices formed what they called the education complex.  

The present paper builds on this construct, adding to it the feedback practice as embedded in 

the teaching practice and the study practice. How teachers organise feedback, what language they 

offer to the practice – for instance, quality criteria – and what relations they make possible constitute 

an important part of the practice landscape in the students’ feedback practice. At the same time, how 

students act in organised feedback activities is part of the landscape in the teaching practice and 

therefore influences it. Of course, these two practices are interdependent in various ways.  Following 

the construct of the practice ecology of the education complex identified in the Australian school 

system, this paper will render probable that the same kind of complex can be found at a Danish 

university and that its interconnectedness influences how teaching, learning and feedback are 

conceived and performed.  

With the purpose of establishing how feedback is contextually embedded, the paper will first 

describe how feedback takes place on an undergraduate programme at a Danish university as part of 

a teaching practice. The notion of practice architecture will be used as an epistemological tool. After 

this, the contexts in the education complex will be outlined using the theory of practice ecology. The 

study practice will be outlined briefly but is elaborated in depth in another paper (Jørgensen 

forthcoming). 
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Research design 

Pre-study and data selection 

Before the data collection, a pre-study was carried out in spring 2016 to acquire an overall picture of 

how feedback on written assignments was practiced on a social science Bachelor’s programme at a 

Danish university. The pre-study revealed a diverse range of themes in the feedback practice but also 

a general tendency for coursework to be non-marked and feedback to be oral. From this study, four 

modules representing a continuum from a low to high level of attention to feedback were selected. 

The level of attention was measured as the students’ access to the lecturer’s feedback on her work: 

individual versus more collective forms, teacher feedback versus peer feedback, systematic feedback 

versus feedback on request, and the level of integration. Two more modules were relevant but 

inaccessible.  

Data collection 

Data were mainly collected in the autumn of 2016. The four examined modules took place in 

the 3rd and 5th semester of the bachelor’s programme. Approximately 150 students were present in 

the in-class observations. Observations in the role of the peripheral member researcher (Adler and 

Adler 1994) were made in 53 lessons and during three hours of group-based teacher feedback (secured 

by field notes and audio recordings). Semi-structured and video-recorded interviews of 60-90 minutes 

with nine students and four lecturers were conducted in the second half of the semester, where the 

lecturers announced that feedback activities were to be more frequent. Course descriptions, online 

teaching materials and peer feedback on 28 and 36 online assignments were collected (for Modules 

A and B respectively). Artefacts about policies and administrative decisions were collected. One-

hour interviews with an educational developer and a director of department were conducted in 2018. 

As such, the data amounted to 750 pages of transcriptions, artefacts and field notes. The variety of 

material landscapes found within the feedback practice is shown in Table 1:  
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Table 1: Material landscapes in the feedback practice   
Set-up Module Landscape 
1 A Group-based processual dialogues with lecturers 

117 students, 3 lecturers in noisy room, limited space.  
 

2 A Plenary processual peer feedback  
117 students, 3 lecturers in noisy room, limited space.  
 

3 A Group-based online peer feedback on draft 
Groups of 4 in rooms of their own choice. 
 

4 A Collective oral and PowerPoint-supported teacher feedback on final version 
117 students, 1 lecturer in large lecture hall.  
 

5 A Group-based oral teacher feedback on final version 
4 students, 1 teacher in small classroom. 
 

6 B Oral teacher feedback. Case-based teaching. 
30-35 students, 1 part-time teacher 
 

7 B Preparation of online peer feedback 
Groups of 3-4 in rooms of their own choice 
 

8 C Teacher feedback on presentations 
15-25 students, 1 part-time teacher 
 

9 D Written individual teacher feedback 
35 students, 1 lecturer 

 

Coding and analysis 

The research process after data collection included three steps: coding, systematising and describing. 

Interviews and observations were coded with Stephen Kemmis’ notion of practice architecture. In 

order to disclose the situatedness of each feedback set-up observed in the practice, the essence of the 

teacher interviews, the student interviews and the observations was systematised in  ‘tables of 

invention’ (Kemmis et al. 2014), an analytical template representing the practice architecture. The 

tables of invention from these three sources were then compared to gain an overview of the feedback 

practice in each of the modules (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Zooming in with tables of invention 

 

With first-hand knowledge of the practice, the practice was then described with inspiration from 

Davide Nicolini’s principle of zooming in and zooming out (2009). Nicolini and Montero suggest 

four different strategies for examining practices (2017): the situational, the genealogic, the 

configurational and the dialectic approach. For the zooming in, the situational approach was used to 

examine how practices are actually accomplished in their scenes of action. Issues such as what is said 

and done with what purpose, the alignment between the participants and how the practice is inscribed 

in its artefacts were examined. The zooming in is therefore a presentation of the practice: A 

description of two feedback set-ups (5 and 7) was made to demonstrate in detail the skilled 

accomplishment of a practice that has a certain discourse, a certain procedure and certain roles. 

Characteristics found in the two set-ups were then examined for the whole practice through the four 

lenses: the practice landscape, the general understandings, the projects and the practical 

understanding.  

 The configurational approach suggests that the researcher examines how accomplishments 

and performances are connected to form larger assemblages. In the zooming out, the feedback 
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practice was therefore contextually situated in the teaching practice and the teaching practice was 

contextually situated in a practice ecology. Data sources for the administration and professional 

development were interviews and administrative texts (Figure 3). Interviews were described in tables 

of invention before being turned into a description through the four lenses, while the administrative 

texts contributed directly to the descriptions. 

 

Figure 3: Zooming out with tables of invention 

 

Analysis 

This section provides a situational approach by zooming in on the feedback practice and a 

configurational approach by zooming out to the education complex understood as a practice ecology. 

Zooming in on the practice . 

This section describes two examples of feedback on the programme. These examples are first situated 

in their teaching practice and then described. After this, the examination is broadened to the whole 
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group of set-ups. All descriptions are structured in line with the four lenses described in Figure 2 

above  

The feedback practice carried out as group-based teacher feedback (Example 1, set-up 5) 

The feedback practice is nested in the teaching practice. This module consists of lectures as the main 

teaching method and workshops to support them. The whole group of 117 third-semester students 

participates in both. The lectures take place in large lecture theatres with fixed seating sloping down 

towards the lecturer at the far end of the room. The workshops take place in large, plain rooms that 

must be rearranged for the occasion, as interactive teaching of large classes is a novelty on this part 

of campus. Throughout the three workshops, the students work continuously in their study groups on 

a written assignment similar to the final examination assignment and can ask the lecturers for 

feedback. 

 For Annie, the lecturer responsible for the course, teaching large classes is hard: She thinks 

that answering questions from the students by email takes too much time. The students surprise her 

by not having completely understood the task despite the fact that she and her two co-lecturers have 

explained it many times. It is also hard to make the students participate in plenary discussions. The 

lecturers have not focused on the individual students by asking them to produce name tags or by 

making them present themselves. The group is simply too large. Nonetheless, Annie has the feeling 

that she and her colleagues are successful in teaching this large class, a structure that is new. The 

teaching on the programme used to take place in small classes, while lectures and large workshops 

have only been introduced recently because of financial cutbacks.  

The students are offered a series of five different feedback set-ups (Table 1). Of these, Annie 

defines the first, the fourth and the fifth as feedback. The two remaining set-ups, which are examples 

of peer feedback, do not appear to play a central role in her mind. I will now zoom in on a feedback 

incident in the fifth set-up (Table 2).  
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Table 2: Partial transcript of group wise teacher feedback  

[Sylvia]: …and you have a correct, or you could say, a professional application of the terminology 
that I use in this module. I think it’s super cool! It makes you stand out as very confident, and it 
bears witness to an understanding of what this is all about. Er, you are able to distinguish between 
the different levels… This said, you really need to be aware of the fact that it is too long. [Students 
are nodding] So you know that already? It cannot exceed 4800 characters, and yours is nearly 
7000. It would actually mean that it will [be rejected, ed.], and you must be aware that you will 
simply not be able to upload it if it’s even a little bit too long. I read it of course. And I’m just 
saying it because it happens automatically. But what’s in it is that apparently, it’s been difficult 
for you to prioritise, since you’ve made it too long. So, what you need to consider, when it’s too 
long, is that you can only use the key insights. Which means that everything that is not key insight 
– skip it! And if you make a claim, you have to use it actively or unfold it instead of just leaving 
it there like…: “Young people travel a lot.” So, instead of leaving it as an unsubstantiated claim, 
you must unfold it and make a point out of it. So, what is the point about young people travelling? 
Er, so this could be an example of that… 
 The third thing I wrote is to focus on a core argument throughout the whole plan. What is the 
basic thing here that is the most important? All the rest you have to skip. In return, you must 
unfold the most important. These are such basic things that you have to do, tools that you can use 
when you have to prioritise in the future. (…) 
 Er, and there, you have … awareness and behaviour, right? [students nodding] So the question 
is how they connect to your communication goal. If that is the overall purpose of your 
communication, if that is to create awareness and behaviour, then let’s have a look at your 
communication goal. Here you say that it’s about creating knowledge, and this is not necessarily 
wrong. You just fail to specify how it is connected, and I miss your explanation of how you can 
create knowledge through awareness and behaviour. (…) 
 Why is it so important that he has a tattoo? It must be because you are having information 
that makes it absolutely critical that he has one … 
[student]: You mean that because he has a tattoo, we could say “as demonstrated in our data” it 
has an influence? 
[Sylvia]: No, because I don’t care how you know, I just want to know how it has an influence in 
this context. Because all the argumentation, the data, the validation and the quality, I have it in 
the report, which is why in this one, I presume that your data is valid and that your insights and 
analysis are good. I just want the key points here. Yes, so what you need to remember is that the 
reader of this text, if we don’t think about the examination but about when you get out in the real 
world, can be people who don’t know anything about tattoos.  

 

Feedback takes many forms on the programme (Table 1) and, as such, it cannot be said to be organised 

in a typical way. I aim to show, however, that although these forms at first glance appear relatively 
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heterogeneous, they actually bear family resemblance, and thus feedback on the programme leaves 

less opportunity and incitement for student engagement than initially thought.  

 The practice landscape includes the material, the discursive and the relational arrangements, 

as demonstrated in the following paragraphs.  

The student groups are invited to a 15-minute meeting after their lecture course and before 

the examination to receive the final feedback on their assignment. The meetings take place in a small 

classroom seating 25 students. These classrooms are equipped like lecture theatres though without 

fixed furniture. Sylvia has rearranged the furniture in the classroom so that she can sit with each group 

around a table. After 13 minutes, a bell rings, signalling that the conversations should be drawn to a 

close. A group of four students enters the room. She welcomes them: ‘Please, take a seat’. They all 

sit. Sylvia occupies a seat on the long side of the table. In front of her, she has a copy of the group’s 

assignment with her hand-written notes on it. As the transcript shows, Sylvia does the talking. It is 

clear that the furniture in the room has been rearranged for the occasion: In order to create space 

around the meeting table, the rest of the tables and seats have been pushed aside. At the end of the 

day, Sylvia will put the chairs and tables back in place. For those who might forget to do so, a note 

on the wall next to the door shows their correct position, accompanied by a request to leave the room 

in the same condition as it was found. The feedback itself is not supported by many artefacts: Sylvia’s 

handwritten notes only serve as a reminder of what she needs to say. 

 Sylvia knows exactly how to comment on the students’ paper, and it is clear that she has done 

it many times before. She starts by praising the group; then she warns them not to exceed the 

maximum length of their exam paper, and, finally, she draws their attention to a few general problems, 

providing examples from their text and suggesting general improvements. She makes evaluative 

judgements about their work, and her feedback is encouraging, formative and informative. She offers 

no meta-discourse about the activity; she does not explain why the lecturers have chosen this specific 
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form of feedback or what the students are expected to learn from it (compared with the previous 

feedback set-ups in the module), and she does not present an agenda for the 15-minute session. By 

using imperatives, Sylvia makes it clear to the students that there are certain rules that they need to 

follow when writing an exam paper: ‘You must be aware of…’ and ‘Skip that’. Sylvia outlines how 

the students can and cannot act in the situation. In ‘You just fail to specify how it is connected’, for 

example, there is no invitation to ask questions about how ‘it’ might be connected. On the contrary, 

it is an indirect speech act (Virbel 2015): Her remark seems assertive (just describing reality), but, 

like the imperatives, its meaning is directive (‘You must specify how…’). So, Sylvia is giving 

instructions, a speech act that does not leave natural room for the students to be actively involved in 

the conversation, unless they wish to ask a clarifying question.   

 This feedback is an extra service that the students requested and which required additional 

funding for the module. It must therefore be considered an enactment of solidarity: These lecturers 

do care about the learning of their students. In the actual providing of the feedback, however, Sylvia 

exercises the power of a teacher, as demonstrated above: She invites the students into her classroom, 

she defines the agenda, she does the talking, she gives instructions, and she controls the time. 

Furthermore, she demonstrates discursively that she is the most knowledgeable among them, using 

her knowledge to evaluate and give advice, and her credibility is high: ‘Sylvia was the best at 

understanding the problems we had [in the workshops, ed.], and the best at answering my questions’ 

(student). Here, the students are not invited into the dialogue. Behind the feedback provided is a 

general understanding of feedback as information to be transmitted from a person more 

knowledgeable than the receivers.  

 Our next focus is the students’ participation. The students attend this feedback session with 

the project of receiving information about their level of success in writing an exam-like assignment. 

Some of them bring their laptops. Those who have brought neither a laptop nor a copy of their 
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assignment need to be able to remember what they actually wrote in the assignment to benefit from 

Sylvia’s presentation. The students listen and take notes. They nod from time to time and have only 

one clarifying question. They act respectfully and remain silent while Sylvia is talking. When she is 

finished, they want to ask some technical questions about the examination, not about their assignment. 

When the bell rings, they ask permission to take her notes with them. They want to make a copy for 

each of them to use in the examination. Sylva approves, but she is not sure whether they will be able 

to read her handwriting. The students are only required to use their practical understanding of 

listening. They are told about the issues that may occur when writing an exam paper. Whether they 

have actually learnt anything from participating in the meeting remains unclear.  

 In summary, in this feedback set-up, there is little materiality to support the feedback practice, 

and there is no discursive focus on the learning practice. The feedback takes place as transmission in 

a structure of knowledge asymmetry. The students are not given control of the course of the meeting; 

neither do they seek to take control. It is unclear whether they have learnt anything from the feedback.  

The feedback practice performed as online peer feedback (Example 2, set-up 7) 

Changing the perspective to another module (Module B) in which feedback is nested, I will now 

provide a description of feedback set-up 7 (Table 1), which is an example of peer feedback. Instead 

of presenting a field note, as in the former example, I will describe the students’ feedback texts. I will 

again describe the feedback event through the four lenses (Figure 2).  

 Three small classes of approximately 35 students following up on joint lectures all have 

Brenda as a teacher. Brenda’s teaching is case-based, which means that the students prepare a case 

for every week and that they receive feedback during the oral discussions on how to analyse the cases. 

She leads the discussion by selecting students who have raised their hands. The discussions mainly 

consist of students offering their suggestions and Brenda responding to them. It is only on rare 
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occasions that the students comment on each others’ suggestions. Tables and chairs are placed in four 

long rows divided down the middle, with the students facing the blackboard. The front row is empty. 

 Brenda’s feedback is always very acknowledging, and instead of drawing attention to possible 

mistakes in a student’s answer, she repeats the answer with a twist to improve it. She is very correct 

with the students: She asks them to present themselves and to use name tags so that she can address 

them by name, and she often uses their answers in her next questions with the overall project of 

making them confident and creating a flow in the discussion (Christensen 1991). The students are all 

very fond of her and her teaching methods, not least because they feel that, for once, they do not 

disappear in the crowd. There is no pressure on the students to prepare and participate in the 

discussion. She underlines that she values a polite tone in the classroom and is herself very polite 

with the students. In the first lesson, she announces that the students will work online across the three 

classes during the last two weeks as she will be absent.   

 The practice landscape of the peer feedback is an online setting, and feedback is a new activity 

in the course. The assignments for both weeks consist of answering parts of exam questions in a 

video. On Brenda’s request, the students have created groups for the assignment. For the feedback, 

she assembles the groups in clusters of three. The idea of working in groups and meeting in clusters 

is for the students to be presented to as many ways of answering the questions in the case assignments 

as possible. Brenda urges the students to also comment on answers outside their own cluster. In their 

feedback, the students are asked to write why they liked the answers and what they thought the 

answers lacked or could have done better, thereby setting their own criteria. Apart from this, there is 

no discourse about the feedback, such as the students’ roles, the expected depth of their comments, 

and what they are expected to gain from this new way of communicating about quality. After each 

upload of answers to the two assignments, Brenda uploads general praise as well as a summary of 

relevant theories and concepts for the students to apply in their answers. A general understanding 
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behind this set-up is that students can learn from other students’ answers and from using their own 

criteria to make argued evaluative judgements about their fellow students’ work. 

 Both quantitatively and qualitatively, the participating students demonstrate limited 

engagement in the project of providing feedback, an engagement that furthermore decreases from the 

first to the second assignment. About half of the 117 students enrolled participate in producing a 

video (19 and 17 groups). They meet outside the classes to prepare and upload the answers but not 

the feedback, which is individual. In the second assignment, fewer of the uploaded videos receive 

feedback (17 and 12). The number of feedback authors decreases from 24 to 7. In general, they seem 

to be either somewhat or very engaged: Most of them respond to 1-3 groups, while only 2-3 respond 

to 6 or more. Furthermore, from the first to the second assignment, there is a drop in the average 

length of the postings from 38 to 33 words.  

 The feedback on assignment 1 is provided in a very positive tone (Table 3). In almost all the 

postings, the students praise the presentation (49 out of 53). Only four postings do not contain a 

positive comment. Half of the praising comments only contain praise (21). Half of the postings (24) 

are rather superficial or not backed up by arguments as required, consisting only of comments like 

‘Nice, informative answer!’, Good job!’, ‘I thought the questions were really well answered and it 

was easy to understand’, ‘Very good narrating’. In the other half, however, the praise is specific and 

backed up by arguments: ‘I think that Porter’s Generic Strategies model, which you chose to use, 

works really well. Especially with how it connects to your choice of a differentiation strategy’.   
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Table 3 Character of comments 

 
Character of comments 

Number of posts 
Assignment 1 Assignment 2 

Contain only praise 21 17 
Contain praise and suggestions 10 3 
Contain praise and criticism 13 0 
Contain praise, criticism and suggestions 5 0 
Contain only criticism  4 0 
Of these, praise is superficial or not founded (24) (7) 
In total  53 20 

 

In assignment 2, there is no criticism, only praise and a few suggestions.  

In postings with criticism, it is possible to identify a will to support the receiver morally with 

praise and suggestions for improvement. The praise is often formulated as proposed by Brenda: as 

expressions of what the students like about the presentations. ‘I liked your choice of theory and 

argumentation’, ‘Very nice use of theories’, ‘Great way of linking the concepts’. In this way, the 

students cushion the power effect of their criticism. Brenda does not comment on the peer feedback. 

As it takes place at the end of the semester, the students will not be seeing her again, and she will not 

be able to recognise them from their anonymous assessment papers. Under these circumstances, the 

students may not feel a social pressure to engage.   

 The students’ practical understanding of feedback is that it should be supportive. Their 

comments can therefore be regarded as acts of solidarity, but, seen from a feedback perspective, they 

contain no information. Instead, the feedback reflects the supportive culture about which Brenda has 

been very explicit. Exactly what they learn about the substantive practice from the feedback is 

difficult to say, but it is likely that the students who have made the effort to provide suggestions and 

criticism have learnt about quality in the field. The same students may have learnt about the learning 

practice of providing feedback.  

 In summary, in this feedback set-up, the engagement appears to be weak. This weak 

engagement in feedback is signalled by either non-participation or short and superficial comments. 
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The practice-theoretical explanations for this lie in the context. The practice architecture surrounding 

the peer feedback lacks the consistency necessary to be successful. Brenda asks the students to 

provide online peer feedback to compensate for teaching, but the students are used to attending 

lessons in order to receive her feedback on their answers. Their roles as providers of feedback have 

not been clarified, and they have not been presented with any model answers. The timing of the 

feedback places it outside the course, participation is not mandatory, and the providers do not receive 

Brenda’s recognition of their efforts. What the students think of this activity can only be judged by 

their low level of participation and engagement in the assignment, as shown in the data material.  

Feedback on written assignments on the programme – the overall pattern. 

To conclude this section, I would like to step back to consider the overall architecture of the feedback 

practice on the programme as it occurs in the four modules with written assessment. According to my 

general observations, the function of both the teacher and the peer feedback in these modules is 

mainly to transfer information from one person to another, and the fact that there is no materiality to 

support the feedback makes it relatively ephemeral. 

Feedback in these four modules takes place in different practice landscapes: in social spaces 

as individual and private feedback or feedback in front of 117 students. It has not left any imprints 

on the architecture or furniture arrangements and it is not supported by many artefacts: In the nine 

set-ups examined, two feedback guides (‘what to look for’) and three examples of written feedback 

were found. Feedback is indeed an oral activity on this site. It is mostly provided by the lecturers 

(peer feedback in set-up 2 quickly turned into teacher feedback, reducing the number of peer feedback 

set-ups to two) and mostly as a transmission in which the teacher is in control of the discourse and 

the actions. The teacher feedback is formative, often even characterised by imperatives. The students’ 

feedback is very complimentary. The students typically respond to the lecturers’ feedback by asking 

clarifying questions, or they remain silent. The meta-discourse around the feedback is sparse. The 
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purpose of the feedback is hardly mentioned. It is only in the peer feedback and the case-based 

teaching that the lecturers clarify what they expect of the students, whereas they are generally more 

eloquent in relation to what they themselves intend to do in the feedback.  

Most of the feedback activities have a clear project of providing feedback to the students on 

their process or product. Some of them are, however, also driven by concurring projects: to make the 

students reflect and to enhance student engagement in class discussions by securing a flow. The 

lecturers seem directed in their own feedback, where they also have a practical understanding of what 

to do: they prepare and structure it, supplementing it with explanations and examples. This is less the 

case for the peer feedback: Criteria are communicated but not discussed or tried out. Exemplars are 

not distributed, and the lecturers do not comment on the online peer feedback.  

Because feedback mostly takes place as transmission, the students are required to use their 

practical understanding of listening or reading. In the peer feedback, however, they are required to 

make evaluative judgements, which, for some students, leads to new and critical considerations of 

their own work. Some dominant general understandings are found: Real feedback comes from a 

teacher, whereas peer feedback can be informative but not authoritative; Feedback is the transfer of 

information; Dialogues in feedback take place between students. Overall characteristics are thus that 

feedback is understood and carried out as transmission, that peer feedback lacks the architectural 

consistency found in teacher feedback, and that the students’ engagement with feedback is weak.  

This section has demonstrated the extent of students’ engagement and how it can be 

influenced both by the context of the feedback practice and by the teaching practice in which it is 

nested. However, the teaching practice itself is surrounded by institutional practices in the world of 

higher education. The effect of these institutional practices will be the focus of the next section.  
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Zooming out to the practice ecology 

The feedback practice is characterised by transmission, which can also be found in the teaching 

practice of which the feedback forms part. Students’ control is limited and so is their ability to take 

control. These practices are, however, themselves situated in an ecology in which the particular 

practices constrain and enable each other. Therefore, I will now zoom out to the administration 

practice, the educational development practice and the research practice. My aim is not to perform a 

thorough analysis of these practices but to demonstrate and exemplify in what ways they constitute 

the wider context for student engagement. In the description, I highlight issues that have implications 

across the practices. 

The administration practice 

Information about this practice derives from administrative texts and an interview with the director 

of department at the time. The practice landscape is taken to extend from the local administrative 

level to the governmental level. 

The relation between the administration practice and the teaching practice is primarily 

characterised by flows of funding. The funding practices of the administrative powers are therefore 

an important material context for feedback. During the period of data collection, the department in 

question was facing serious financial challenges. Education on a national level was characterised by 

regular financial cutbacks and reductions in the intake of students on this and other programmes 

(Ministery of Higher Education and Science 2014). A new way of budgeting at the university 

furthermore demanded that the department’s accumulated deficit be reduced within a few years. 

Concurrently, accreditations forced the department to increase the number of lessons given by 

active researchers (Dansk Akkrediteringsinstitution 2016).  

The university has a strategy of including digital learning technologies in its programmes 

(Aarhus University 2013). Therefore, the faculty had strongly encouraged the departments to make 
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their senior lecturers sign up for a course in educational IT, offered by its educational development 

unit. The department had recently become part of a faculty in which the teaching tradition was 

characterised by giving lectures to more than 100 students, supplemented by small classes run by 

older students as instructors. Together with the financial cutbacks, lectures were therefore  

considered to be the only reasonable way to teach. In order to live up to these new demands without 

compromising on the traditional interaction between students and lecturers, some of the teachers 

experimented with interactive teaching in large classes. At a political level, the universities were 

encouraged to focus on feedback. In a report from a governmental advisory board, attention was 

drawn to the unsatisfactory level of feedback in higher educational institutions in Denmark, 

especially at the universities (Nye veje og høje mål : Kvalitetsudvalgets samlede forslag til reform 

af de videregående uddannelser  2015). A 2014 investigation of the study environment at the 

university also showed that only 44 % of the students on the programme thought they receive 

enough feedback during the semester (Herrmann 2014).  

 The general understandings of the ministry differ according to the managerial levels. At the 

university and faculty level, however, where the funding must be turned into teaching, the 

understanding was that a high standard in teaching could be obtained in spite of reduced funding 

because the students could be introduced to research by attending lectures.   

 In this material and discursive context, the department management was preoccupied with the 

project of upholding high quality in research and education at the same time as re-establishing the 

financial situation of the department. It introduced lectures for classes that were as large as possible. 

The size of the small classes following up on lectures was increased from 30 to 40 students. Written 

teacher feedback on assignments was practically eliminated from the teaching. Feedback on exam 

papers was offered only to students who failed or only just passed the examination. The management 

presented these steps to the teaching staff as the only possible way to remain within the scope of the 
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budget. The lecturers began to sign up for the educational IT course, although many of them felt that 

they could not spare the time for it.  

The educational development practice 

The educational development practice is dependent on the administrative practice, both practically 

and financially. Its relations to the teaching practice are more interdependent: it provides the lecturers 

with pedagogical insight, but it relies on its good reputation among the lecturers for its continued 

existence. The educational practice consists of different teacher-training courses to advise the 

lecturers, and this advice is based on social constructivist literature on teaching and feedback as 

presented below. At the time of data collection, three main teacher-training courses were offered: a 

professional postgraduate teacher training course for assistant professors and two courses for lecturers 

and professors: one in supervision and the other in educational IT. This latter course will form the 

focus of the following section.  

 The practice landscape of the course in educational IT can be briefly described as follows. 

The course was mandatory for tenured staff in the period 2013-2016 and was relatively 

comprehensive. Approximately half of the lecturers from the programme had attended the course, of 

which two thirds had completed it. The course was developed at the dean’s request with the intention 

of following up on the university’s strategy of blended learning. The leading principle in the course 

was social constructivist: In order to learn, students need to process and discuss their learning with 

others. Educational IT is one path to follow  to extend the interactive classroom.  

The main ideas behind the course were constructive alignment, student-centred learning 

(Biggs and Tang 2011; Biggs 2012), learning design (Fink 2013) and feedback for self-regulated 

learning (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2006; Nicol 2014). The two main issues in the course were how 

to strengthen the students’ preparation and how to provide them with feedback. The course leaders 

presented technologies and activities that the tenured staff could use to support the students in 
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preparing for, participating in and processing the classes. The course also presented the pedagogical 

principles that underlie the technological choices. The course was run as a model example of how 

technology can be integrated: For instance, a central activity was that the participants discussed and 

assessed each others’ activities, using explicit evaluation criteria and rubrics.  

 As the course participants attended mainly because ‘it was their turn’, they did not feel 

committed to a project. Over time, however, they realised that they could use the course to improve 

interaction in lectures. Some chose ambitious projects, while others settled for projects that satisfied 

only basic requirements. The participants from the programme studied here mainly reached out to 

technology that they could use in large classes and mainly with the aim of receiving feedback on their 

lecturing by checking whether the students had understood their points.  

The fact that the course was mandatory for tenured staff put a strain on the relations between 

the participants and the course leaders. The participants sometimes felt that they were provided with 

an opportunity which they did not wish to pursue. They also felt that the course leaders were 

compromising their professionalism by claiming to possess research-based knowledge of university 

pedagogy from which they could learn.  

By attending the educational IT course, the lecturers from the programme in question gained 

a practical understanding that made sense for them to use in their new situation in which they had to 

take lectures instead of teaching small classes. This understanding proved to be introducing 

technologies to help them ensure good one-way communication. Hence, it appears that, in spite of a 

clear message from all the training courses to make learning student-centred, teaching was generally 

characterised by transmission.  
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Educational research 

In the present case, educational research first and foremost fed the educational development 

practice. The impact of educational research on the teaching practice was thereby indirect and 

furthermore hindered by a system in which research stands out as being more important to the 

individual lecturer’s career than teaching (Tinto 2006). The advice in the educational IT course was 

informed by social constructivist literature on teaching and feedback (Biggs and Tang 2011; Fink 

2013; Hunt and Chalmers 2012).  

 The social constructivist strand in feedback research omits the understanding of feedback as 

information provided by an agent regarding aspects of one’s performance or understanding (Hattie 

and Timperley 2007) and focuses on how students construct meaning on the basis of feedback.  To 

construct meaning, students require dialogue and feedback processes involving the use of information 

(Nicol 2010). To be considered feedback, this dialogue must be sustainable in the sense that students 

can use it to develop an epistemological understanding, academic literacy, mastery of threshold 

concepts (Price, Handley, and Millar 2011; Boud 2000; Boud and Soler 2016) and the ability to 

evaluate their own work (Nicol 2009).  

 For Carless, making feedback sustainable is not a distant goal. Variants like the conventional, 

written feedback on a written assignment, verbal comments, and collective in-class guidance or 

feedback can all become sustainable and lead to self-regulation if the students are involved as co-

providers of feedback (Carless et al. 2011). Therefore, the use of peer feedback should not be 

considered an add-on to teacher feedback but rather the most important part of a feedback process.  

 

The study practice 

This study has focused on how students contribute to creating and maintaining a normative context 

in relation to their study practice: what can be said, how one can act, and what relations are possible 
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among the students and between the students and their teachers. These are important considerations 

for the students’ academic engagement and their engagement with feedback. I will now provide a 

summary of the observations, but a further account of them will be made in another publication 

(Jørgensen forthcoming). This account will show the individual variations between the students while 

the following observations are only generalisations, .  

I found that the students in this study were mostly part-time students who attributed 

considerable value to activities and responsibilities outside the university. Therefore, to engage in 

learning activities such as peer feedback, these activities really had to make sense to them. They were 

only partly directed in their learning project, to which they dedicated only the necessary time and 

effort. They found it acceptable not to participate in discussions, especially in large classes. They 

valued lectures and generally considered good teaching to be good communication directed towards 

them (Gibbs and Simpson 2004). They had low social expectations towards lecturers and peers and 

were themselves reluctant to invest time and effort in creating social relations in connection with their 

studies. 

Conclusion and perspectives 

This examination of a feedback practice does not lead to generalisations about why students do not 

engage with feedback. As a case study, its value rather lies in its exemplary power. It is my hope that, 

by recognising aspects of the feedback practice on this programme, the reader will understand similar 

examples of weak student engagement on other programmes.   

The paper examines two contexts for student engagement with feedback: the first is the 

feedback practice on the programme that teachers and students re-construct by their actions, their 

discourse and their ways of relating to each other. This practice is upheld by a general understanding 

of feedback as communication from the lecturer to the students.  
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The first example of this is how teacher-driven feedback, characterised by transmission and 

with no requirement for the students to engage beyond listening, takes place unquestioned. Just 

listening and saving the teacher's comments makes perfect sense to the students and probably also the 

lecturers, and both parties have a practical understanding of how to perform their role.  

The second example from the same programme is how peer feedback becomes unsuccessful. 

This time, the students are required to engage actively, dedicating time and effort to responding to 

the texts and videos uploaded by their fellow students. In its organisation and accomplishment, this 

peer feedback goes against the feedback practice, since it requires other actions, another discourse 

and other ways to relate to each other. It is also poorly supported materially, discursively and 

relationally, as if the activity were in perfect line with normal procedures. In these contexts, it is most 

likely that it does not make sense to the students to engage, and they lack a practical understanding 

of what to do.  By showing a weak engagement, however, the students contribute to the upholding of 

the ruling practice, confirming to the lecturer that her form of feedback is the ‘right’ one.  

The second context is the education complex. By zooming out to this context, it becomes clear 

that feedback is contingent on the contexts in which it is enmeshed in different ways. Nested in 

teaching, feedback is likely to bear characteristics from the teaching practice and, nested in studying, 

the student's engagement with feedback is likely to bear characteristics from the study practice. 

Teaching traditions reveal themselves in the architecture and furnishing of classrooms and lecture 

halls and influence actual ways of teaching, and students with a busy life focused on ‘getting through' 

do not welcome extra work. The fact that lecturers use a pedagogical course designed to promote 

active learning as a way to improve their one-way communication shows that the hanging together 

of practices makes change a challenge that requires a joint effort and that educational research and 

development remain the weakest influencers in the education complex of the university. 
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The conceptual framework of practice theory has proved useful for this analysis. First, it has 

shown that, by considering context to be something related to the practice and not the individual, it 

has become possible to see that lecturers and students together uphold the context that constrains and 

enables the practice. Second, by describing practices in their smallest everyday details (zooming in) 

and relating these observations to an overall description of the practice (zooming out), it is possible 

to understand the nature of a practice.  Third, the framework has demonstrated that contexts for 

practices can be described systematically and that influences can thereby be uncovered. Fourth, the 

framework has demonstrated that whether or not it makes sense for a student to engage with feedback 

depends on more than the actual organisation of a feedback event – it depends on the whole practice 

and its ecology. 
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The literature indicates that many students do not respond to the feedback they 

receive, which has prompted an interest in seeking explanations for their weak 

engagement with the feedback process. Contexts around students are suggested to 

be influential, and researchers recommend that feedback be more student-centred 

and allow students to both receive and provide feedback. This paper seeks to clarify 

how students’ involvement with the feedback process may be influenced by two 

different contexts: the students’ shared study practice, and individual students’ 

trajectories of participation through other social practices. An undergraduate social 

sciences programme serves as a case in point. The study is theoretically based on 

a practice-theoretical ontology. It demonstrates that students’ participation in 

student-centred feedback may be constrained by a study practice characterised by 

only little directedness in the approach to studying, a busy everyday life, a weak 

social network among students and a general understanding of teaching and 

feedback as purely transmissive.  The study also illustrates how students’ personal 

trajectories of participation through social practices may impose constraints on 

their encounters with study practices and on their engagement with peer feedback. 

The findings support the idea that reasons for the weak engagement with feedback 

may be found outside the organisation of the feedback. 

Keywords: Engagement with feedback, context, social practice, trajectories of 

participation, Higher Education 

 

Introduction 

Students’ response to feedback is often poor (Bevan et al., 2008; Higgins et al., 2002; 

Price et al., 2011; Robinson et al., 2013; Sinclair and Cleland, 2007), and this paper seeks 
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to contribute to an understanding of this problem. A strand of the social constructivist 

literature on feedback points out that for students to learn from feedback, the conditions 

for student engagement must be supported (Price et al., 2011). Suggested conditions 

revolve around the organisation of feedback, but also around the broader learning context: 

student involvement in a learning community (O'Donovan et al., 2008), students’ 

expectations and perceptions (Bryson and Hand, 2007), positive student identities (Hattie 

and Timperley, 2007; Price et al., 2011) and teachers’ appreciation of the students’ 

engagement and effort in the learning process (Bryson and Hand, 2007). However, this 

topic is underrepresented in the literature (Handley et al., 2011; Winstone et al., 2017).  

The literature argues that instead of focusing on the effectiveness of feedback, 

attention should be paid to students' engagement with it. Handley et al. (2011) provide a 

key contribution to this literature and develop a contextual framework that supports 

research on students’ engagement with feedback. They suggest that the reason for 

unproductive feedback may be found in the way that the interplay between feedback, the 

student and the socio-cultural situation elicits a surface-level response in the student. 

Engagement with feedback is understood as consisting of an inner and an outer part: a 

‘readiness-to-engage’ and active engagement. Although I acknowledge that their 

conceptual framework has explanatory potential, it also raises some questions: (1) Does 

it tell the whole story, if they consider the influence of situational contexts to be that of 

creating expectations in individual students, or might the contexts also exert an influence 

in other ways? (2) Does the individual learner influence the context, or does the influence 

work in only one direction? (3) How do we conceptualise engagement with feedback, 

when the student provides the feedback? Handley et al.  invite to pursue further research 

in the area, which is the purpose of this paper.  
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 By adopting a practice–theoretical perspective, I seek to contribute to an 

understanding of the phenomenon of non-engagement with feedback. My hypothesis is 

that substantial reasons for engagement are found outside the organisation of feedback, 

and that without knowing of them, non-engagement cannot be dealt with.  

  I consider academic feedback to be a social practice, the purpose of which is to 

promote some kind of improvement in the student on the basis of a written assignment. I 

consider students’ engagement with feedback to be the extent to which they are directed 

in seeking this improvement. Furthermore, I consider the social practice of being a 

student, that I will call the students' shared study practice, to nest students’ engagement 

with feedback. The daily feedback on students’ understanding that occurs in dialogical 

teaching is not included in this paper.    

The situated and shared study practice on a Bachelor’s programme comprises one 

context that this paper will examine. The examination is carried out from a third-person 

perspective, that is, an external perspective of the practice.  

The foregoing perspective does not help us to understand why students act differently in 

their study practice. There are differences in their following of norms that must be 

explained by contexts related to the individual student, which adds to the complexity of 

the phenomenon of non-engagement. In this paper, I suggest understanding the formation 

of individuals as occurring through their participation in different social practices 

throughout their lifetimes (Dreier, 1999). In this perspective, students’ personal 

trajectories of participation across social practices provide contexts for their individual 

participation in the study practice and by extension, their engagement with feedback. The 

trajectories of two students are examined from their first-person perspective of reality – 

thus an inside view. The shared study practice on the programme and the trajectories of 

the two students are the two units of analysis in this paper.   



Journal of Higher Education 

The research question to be addressed is how individual students, formed by their 

personal trajectories of participation across practices, experience a situated study practice 

differently, and how these differences may lead to different forms and degrees of 

engagement with feedback. The answer to that question may provide new explanations 

for the lack of engagement with feedback.  

 This study is part of a larger study for which data has been collected through 

interviews, observations and artefacts (Jørgensen, forthcoming). The paper completes the 

entire analysis by zooming in on the mechanisms by which students become the main 

contributors to the contexts that enable and constrain their practices. At the same time, 

this is a continued study of the usefulness of understanding the social world through the 

lens of practice theory. 

I demonstrate that students’ participation in student-centred feedback may be 

constrained by their study practice, characterised by a limited directedness in the 

approach to studying, a busy everyday life, a weak social network among students and a 

general understanding of teaching and feedback as transmissive only.  

The paper also suggests that students’ personal trajectories of participation may 

impose constraints on how they meet study practices, and by extension, how they engage 

with peer feedback. They add to the existing research on student engagement with 

feedback by proposing a decentred ontology of practice and an understanding of the 

individual learner as a person for whom the prerequisites for engaging in educational 

practices are a history of participation and the conduct of a demanding life outside 

university.  

 The paper is structured as follows:  An account of the theoretical approach 

explains the concepts of first-person and third-person perspective used in the paper. I 

describe the research design. In the empirical part of the paper, I  first describe the study 



Journal of Higher Education 

practice in an undergraduate programme in the social sciences in terms of the students’ 

doings, sayings and relatings (Kemmis et al., 2014) as well as  their conduct of everyday 

life (Dreier, 2009b). After this, I examine how two students experience the practice, 

influenced by their trajectories of participation and their conduct of everyday life. Then, 

I consider the engagement with feedback from both perspectives before concluding on 

the study.  

Theoretical approach 

A practice–theoretical approach 

According to a practice–theoretical approach, people are not determined by surrounding 

structures, but are themselves part of the context around them. Practice theory adopts 

Heidegger's idea of humans as ‘being in the world’, and is based on the idea that people 

encounter the world through action, and therefore, that they simultaneously act on and 

are acted on by their environment.  

The context for human action is the social practice. Therefore, an investigation 

informed by practice theory focuses on practices, and not the persons who engage in them. 

A social practice is understood as an entity of organised human activity in which 

practitioners act and relate in the pursuit of specific goals or projects (Schatzki, 2002), 

such as the project of acquiring an education and becoming qualified to enter into job-

related practices, or more immediate projects, such as earning good marks. Practices join 

people by their organisation: practitioners of the same practice will to a certain extent 

share ways of doing, saying and relating to each other and materiality. They have practical 

understandings of how to act in the practice and have some of the same purposes for the 

practice. By participating, they create norms for what can be done and said in what 

relations. These norms constitute the part of the context to the practice that the 
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practitioners create and uphold themselves. Therefore, context does not necessarily stand 

in contrast to the practice as something outward, but is a part of the practice. (Jørgensen, 

2019). People always act according to the norms of a practice, and in doing so, they 

contribute to its perpetuation and change.  

The students on this programme share a study practice, a way of ‘doing student’ 

that is accepted among the students on this particular programme. Their study practice is 

also contextually influenced by concurrent practices, of which the teaching practice is the 

closest, but also others, such as family practices and working practices. Traditions 

inherited from former students are carried forward by new students and changed through 

action. As such, the students are ‘carriers’ of practices.  

In this thinking, human action cannot be explained as individual quest for personal 

gain. If students acted rationally in that sense, they would always engage with feedback 

in order to learn. Instead, they do what makes sense to them with respect to some practice. 

Therefore, we need to understand their study practice. A practice–theoretical study has a 

third-person perspective: We examine a practice from the outside, as an object that may 

be described.  

Personal trajectories of participation through contexts of social practices 

The Danish psychologist, Ole Dreier, has contributed to critical psychology by 

conceptualising the individual’s ‘world’ or ‘surroundings’ in terms of practices. Dreier 

argues in accordance with Schatzki (2002) that the meaning of human action is located in 

social practices. The individual engages in multiple social practices situated in specific 

contexts, which constitutes a meaningful life trajectory. Dreier thus refers to context as 

‘a place in which persons, activities, and objects are linked (…) in a structure of social 

practice’ (Dreier, 2007). The trajectory consists of the participation in both a 

chronological succession of contexts and the contexts in which the individual acts at a 
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particular moment of her life (Dreier, 2007: 38). The personal trajectory forms the 

individual, and provides her with reasons to act in particular contexts in particular ways.  

Understanding students' participation in a study practice implies an understanding 

of their personal trajectory and how it influences their participation. In this paper, in the 

transcribed interviews with two students, I asked about their trajectories, how they 

experienced the study practice, and how it made sense for them to navigate it. 

One good reason for students to act against their teachers’ expectations in a 

learning situation is that the situation looks different from their perspective. To be able to 

understand the personal trajectory across contexts of social practices as a context for 

engagement, we must adopt a first-person perspective. The first-person perspective 

acknowledges the subjective dimension through which students experience the 

complexity of a study practice, the requirements of an academic practice, an everyday life 

and their own telos. If we fail to see that complexity, we risk reducing the student to a 

passive subject that depends solely on external stimuli to function correctly, and we 

overlook information about how real life influences human activity. Instead, critical 

psychology takes the standpoint that subjective experiences must be disclosed as 

objective accounts of a subjective reality (Dreier, 2007; Schraube, 2010). Understanding 

the world as experienced by the individual means using the first-person perspective. In 

our search for contextual influences on students’ academic engagement and engagement 

with feedback, the first-person perspective contributes to a more nuanced understanding 

of students’ lives.  

Research design 

This paper is part of a larger research project for which data was collected in the autumn 

of 2016 on 3rd- and 5th-semester students in an undergraduate programme in business and 

social sciences at a Danish university. The approach was ethnographic. Fifty-three lessons 
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were observed by a peripheral-member–researcher (Adler and Adler, 1994), 60–90-

minute, semi-structured and video-recorded interviews were conducted with 11 students, 

and about 100 students’ written peer feedback was analysed. Half the students 

volunteered to be interviewed in response to a general call, and the other half were 

contacted randomly by the researcher, however with respect to the gender ratio.  

The study practice is the first of two units of analysis in this paper. It is described 

as a ‘practice architecture’, as proposed by Stephen Kemmis (2014), however, with a 

focus on how the students’ doings (what they do) create norms for activity, how their 

sayings (what they know and say) create accepted discourses, and how their relatings 

(how they relate to each other, their teachers and physical objects)  create the normative 

contexts of the practice (Jørgensen, 2019). The dimension of their conduct of everyday 

life was added to this analysis (Table 1). The students interviewed were considered 

informants about their shared study practice. 

 

Table 1: Dimensions of the study practice included in the description  

Dimension 
 

Subdimension 
 

Doing Reading 
Note-taking 
Attendance 
Being on campus 
 

Saying Sayings about  the  programme 
Sayings about the lecturers 
Sayings about studying 
 

Relating The study group 
The study class 
The lecture/the workshop 
The teacher 
 

Conduct of 
everyday life 

Work 
Sports/interests 
Family and friends 
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The students’ engagement with feedback was examined equally in terms of doing, saying 

and relating. The dimensions of this examination are shown in Table 2: 

Table 2: Dimensions of students’ engagement with feedback* 

Dimensions 
 

Issues concerning engagement 
with feedback on the 
programme 
 

Concerns related to engaging 
with peer feedback on the 
programme 

Doing Hand in assignment 
Attend lessons 
Collect feedback 
Read/hear feedback 
Act on feedback received 
Transfer received feedback to 
other disciplines 
 

What the students do when they 
provide feedback 
The knowledge they use to make 
judgements and suggestions 

Saying How the students define feedback 
Knowledge of quality criteria 
Confidence in passing exam 
 

The value of peer feedback 
Challenges of peer feedback 

Relating Reactions to criticism 
Reciprocity 
Willingness to enter into dialogue 

Feelings about presenting 
assignments and feedback to 
peers 

* The dimensions derive from the interview questions, and were later systematised into the three 
categories in the left-hand column. The interview questions were informed by the literature on feedback 
and Price et al.’s. model of responses to assessment feedback (2011). 
 

The other unit of analysis is the life trajectories of the two students. From a first-person 

perspective, I shortly describe two students’ trajectories of participation across practices 

in their life before they attended university, their perspectives on the future and their 

personal versions of the study practice, using Dreier’s framework (2007) (Table 3). 

Annett and Fanny were chosen because they were the individuals in the sample who spent 

the fewest and the most hours on study, respectively, and their trajectories are rather 

different from each other. The reason for this choice was to identify differences.  

 

Table 3: Framework for analysing a student’s experience with the study practice 

through personal trajectories of participation, based on Dreier (2007) 

Categories 
 

Clarification of the categories 
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From what position does the student 
view the practice? 
 

In the study group, among the students, among the 
lecturers; how the student experiences the practice from 
her position. 
 

What abilities does the student have 
for participating? 

The student’s qualifications for participating in the 
practice 
 

How does the student navigate the 
practice? 

What the student fears and what she wishes to gain 
from the practice; ways of pursuing her goals, 
considering her and others’ concerns and reasons. 
 

The student’s personal trajectory  Past practices: their meaning, how their options 
differed from those of the present study practice; the 
meaning the student ascribes to the current study 
practice; studying in general, and writing assignments 
and giving/receiving feedback in particular. 
 

The student’s everyday life Concerns related to other practices with a possible 
influence on the student’s engagement in the academic 
and the feedback practice.  
 

The student’s  projects For what is the student striving, and for what does she 
stand? 

 

Analytically, the analysis covers a progression through a study practice, with an emphasis 

on the abovementioned two students’ participation in it, as shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: The analytical structure of this paper 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The study 
practice 

Annett and 
Fanny’s 
trajectories  
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The study practice 

The following section describes the study practice of which Annett and Fanny were part: 

its organisational context, and how the students participated in it.  

The organisational context 

Annett and Fanny are 3rd-semester students in the same programme, although not in the 

same study class. As such, they are part of a study practice. In this semester, about 117 

students attend lectures and workshops together and are distributed among three study 

classes for interactional follow-up on the lectures. Lectures are the core teaching method 

for this semester, as workshops or tutorials for two of the three courses start only after the 

middle of the term. The 5th-semester students, who attend an elective, originate from three 

different study classes. For the students in this programme, some extra-curricular talks by 

external specialists – but no social arrangements – are organised by the teachers. For most 

Danish university courses, attendance and coursework are not compulsory, which is also 

the case here. The general understanding behind this is that the students are responsible 

for managing the time and effort they put into the studies.  

We will now focus on the study practice. We are interested in what they say, what 

they do, and how they relate to each other and their teachers, because these activities 

define appropriate participation in the practice.  

Sayings 

It has not been easy for all of the students to start university. A common challenge for the 

students is that in all their courses, they have to find their own way to argue for a point 

and there are seldom right or wrong answers. The students from well-functioning study 

groups like the interaction in the study classes, where they usually sit together. However, 

lecturing is both the dominant and a popular teaching method, because it presents the 
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course material. Therefore, the expectations of the teachers primarily concern how they 

communicate with the students. Whether in lectures or small-group instruction, the 

students appreciate it when their teachers explain things, are easy to understand, give 

examples, use the terminology that the students must learn, and correct the students 

discreetly. The lecturer's presentation must also be relevant to the exam.  

 A specific discourse is connected to the students’ study practice. Many refer to 

themselves as ‘pupils’, and speak of the other students as their ‘schoolmates’. They refer 

to the university as a ‘school’, and to reading as ‘homework’. They refer to the time when 

the classes are over as ‘their time off’:  

You see, we’re almost always off one day per week, or we have lectures from 8 to 

10 and then we’re off the rest of the day.  

Another discourse characteristic is the students’ frequent use of the Danish word ‘lige’ 

that might be compared to the English word ‘just’. It generally describes the students’ 

efforts as minimal, or their lack as excusable, thereby demonstrating a weak directedness 

in their studying. 

Doings 

As the students earn average to high marks, they feel academically successful. They are 

happy when the programme offers courses the topic of which they are interested in, yet 

do not seem to be driven by a genuine interest in their academic programme. They show 

a general disinterest in reading the course material. Thus, only few of the students 

expressed satisfaction with reading, while the rest seemed disinclined to make the effort. 

Some of them postpone their reading until after the lecture, because then the lecturer has 

already identified the essential points in the material. On average, the students 

interviewed do not spend more time on studying than on attending lectures and classes 



Journal of Higher Education 

(see Table 4), and half declared themselves weak readers. However, they are very active 

note takers. They want their notes to relate to the lecturer’s slides. Some also need their 

notes to be in good order: ‘I start by checking that the lecture notes look tidy, and then I 

follow up on what’s going to happen next day’. For some, note taking is a question of 

catching the lecturer’s wording as precisely as possible: 

He says what’s in the PowerPoint presentation, which is often in bullet points (…) 

and then, sometimes he has one sentence that sums up, or an example that makes 

me understand, and then I hurry to write it down as best I can.  

If the teaching methods do not make sufficient sense to these students, they tend to stay 

away from the lessons. A 3-hour lecture dedicated to providing feedback on their 

assignments and preparing them for the exam attracted only 58% of the students, and only 

23% showed up to a lesson  held towards the end of the semester.  

The quality of the study groups ranges from dysfunctional to close and 

collaborative with regard to learning.  

After this [the interview] we'll meet to plan the exam. We'll divide the chapters 

between us and write what is important about the models and figures, so that when 

we start the study period, each of us can take that document and say: ok, for this 

subject, I need to read about this and that. 

The students stay on campus only if necessary. None mentions relaxing over a cup of 

coffee with peers or doing group work.  

As soon as the lecture is over, I go to work. 

After the lecture, I go home to read or go to the study hall to read. 

Sometimes after lectures, I go home, then to a fitness centre, and after that have to 

work. 
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Relatings 

Relatings have four fora: the study group, the study class, the lecture and workshop class, 

and the teacher. The study group’s success relies on the members’ confidence in being 

accepted and respected.  

Because if I don't feel that comfortable with my study group (…) I mean, if I feel 

that they think: ‘Oh, we're fed up with you'… (….) I was in a group with two boys 

who were really good friends, which made me feel an outsider and unwanted.  all 

the time. Then, at one point, I told them how irritating it was for me to wait for them 

for about half an hour, and they just laughed and said that that didn't matter. It made 

me really sad because I felt that I was regarded as the stupid one for having said it. I 

was such an outsider. 

 

In our little study group, we’re more comfortable, we trust each other, right? And 

you can say: ‘I didn’t understand this’ or ‘I have to check my notes’. 

 

The students who have not made friends within their study group remain somewhat like 

isolated islands.  

 Well, I did actually talk to two girls on the bus one day after classes. We talked 

about the cold weather and where we would like to go [for our exchange semester], 

so it's not that I can't talk to people, it's just that there's nobody…we don't do it that 

much. (…) I think I do know the names of most of them. 

A few students state that they feel safe in their study classes, but the overall picture 

indicates that creating a safe environment in the study class is a challenge for the students, 

with the consequence that it may be quite difficult for many to actively participate. The 

students’ explanation is that they do not see each other outside of class.  

There’s a lot of group work, and when he [the teacher] comes around and asks a 

question, it’s only the ones sitting closest to you who can hear it, and that’s what I 

feel best about.  
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It’s because we don’t see each other beyond these 11 hours per week. When the 

teacher asks a question, nobody dares to raise their hand, because they are afraid of 

saying something wrong because they don’t feel safe. We need to see each other 

outside to relax and have some fun. 

 

In light of this, it is perhaps unsurprising that the students generally try to avoid 

participating in class discussions in lectures or workshops with more than 100 students, 

which is where they meet most often. For these students, avoiding active participation is 

a generally accepted norm for behaviour based on concerns about being judged by their 

peers. 

We seem to have created a culture of not answering. Often, I hear the same voices. 

…in a lecture, when they gaze out over the crowd, no one raises a hand. 

In the lecture hall, it becomes even clearer that participating in a study practice is also 

physical. The students tend to cluster with those of their study classes, and those who do 

not, are in trouble. Not speaking with one’s neighbour seems to be accepted, if one does 

not know him or her.  

We generally sit together with people from our own study class. And it’s annoying 

that you can’t sit next to someone else without feeling that the person will turn away. 

We often have think-pair-shares. So, if you’re a little late and don’t have the time to 

find your mates, you can’t participate as much as the others, because no one really 

wants to talk to you, because you’re there, all alone. That’s how it is.  

A group of students tried to change the culture by inviting the whole large class for 

bowling and the like, but only a third of the students turned up. 

 The students have low relational expectations of the lecturers, who are considered 

somewhat distant. They do not remember their names, just as the students remain 

anonymous to the lecturers. In light of this, the students are grateful for small benefits. A 
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popular lecturer uploaded questions to be answered on the learning management system 

and gave everyone a little feedback. Another is praised by a student for adjusting her 

speech speed.  

That was so cool, although sometimes he just wrote ‘Nice answer’, and sometimes 

‘why do you think so?’ It’s so cool that he engages so much with it.  

During the break, she asked us whether she was speaking too fast, and afterwards, 

she carefully adjusted the speed, so … I think they treat us well. 

 

The students’ conduct of everyday life. 

Inspired by Holzkamp, the founder of critical psychology, Dreier notes that people may 

be involved in many practices in the same period of time. (Dreier, 2007). Often, the 

students’ distributed engagement has to be negotiated with co-participants in various 

practices, for instance, family or partners, which may diminish their focus on their studies 

Normally, they are also involved in practices other than those related to study, through 

which they may pursue goals that are important to their learning trajectory: one student 

mentioned that he is developing good writing skills while working as a reporter for a 

music magazine, skills that he could not have acquired at university.  

The students who participated in this study have jobs, leisure interests, and active 

social lives with partners, families and friends. Work especially affects their engagement 

with the study practice. Their jobs sometimes take over their lives, either because of 

workplace pressure or because they are tempted by the opportunity to earn more, as 

mentioned by Connie, who attends classes, ‘unless there is something else’. They need to 

schedule reading, group work and exam preparation days or weeks ahead, because of 

work. Some have to read in the evening, because they work during the day, and 

prioritising work affects their ability to study: ‘I realised I was too tired to read’. In 
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general, they are satisfied with the effort that they dedicate to their studies. For example, 

Jim is known to be sharper than his peers, although normally he does not read the material 

until his exam preparation. He dedicates significant time and attention to his interest in 

music and film. Connie, however, realises that she has ‘packed her daily life pretty well’ 

this semester: 

Well, it's also because I realised that since I'm leaving on exchange next semester, 

this year would be the last entire year in this city, so I wanted to do it all. [On top of 

two other jobs] I have also been a mentor for the freshmen, and I also wanted to 

volunteer in this music hall…So, after Christmas, the mentoring is over. Then I must 

consider whether I want to continue dancing. There are other things, too: I’m looking 

for a new job in order to have one job instead of two, you know? Restructuring. More 

time for studies next year.  

According to the students, they prioritise their studies, but for this sample, prioritising 

means assigning on average the same amount of time to work and to study outside class. 

In the interviews, the students were asked to describe a typical daily schedule, then to 

tally the time spent on reading and work in the current semester (Table 4). In addition to 

the 32 hours per week spent on lessons, study and work, they spend time shopping, 

cooking, commuting, cleaning, doing laundry and seeing friends. 

Table 4: Time per week spent on study and work as reported by the students. 

Student 
 

Lessons Studies Work Total 

Connie 11 12.5* 14 37.5 
Daisy 11 11 7 29 
Annett 11 Very few 15 29? 
Berry 11 13 12 36 
Elisa 11 6.5* 12 29.5 
Hans 11 20 6.5* 37.5 
Fanny 11 17,5* 12 40.5 
Jim 11 1.5* 7 19.5 
Irene 11 7 10 28 
Karen 13.5* 12.5* 8 34 
Laila 13.5* 12.5* 10 36 
Average 11.5 10.6 10.3 32.4 

Note: The numbers with * are averages, e.g. ‘12–15 hours’ becomes ‘13.5’. 
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I assert that the central and constitutive elements of these students’ study practice are as 

reported by the interviewees and as observed in the classes, that the students in this 

programme: 

• are in fact part-time students, who assign considerable value to activities and 
responsibilities outside the university; therefore, learning activities must make 
sense to them; 

• are only partly directed in their learning project, to which they dedicate only the 
necessary time and effort; 

• Value lectures and mainly consider good teaching to be good communication to 
them;  

• show evidence of alienation, as they have low social expectations of lecturers and 
peers, and avoid investing time and effort in establishing social relations with the 
other students; 

• are, in their learning project, dependent on the proper functioning of their study 
groups; 

• find it acceptable to avoid active participation especially in large classes.  
 

I will now change the perspective, in order to demonstrate how differently this study 

practice is experienced and carried out by two students. The study practice will be 

presented from Annett and Fanny’s first-person perspectives.  

 

Two trajectories of participation and an encounter with a study practice 

The next pages attempt to describe contextual influences on two students’ perspectives 

on their involvement with the study practice. It follows the systematisation (Table 3) that 

Dreier considers useful for understanding individuals’ encounters with, and navigation of 

a practice.  

Annett and Fanny’s trajectories. 

From the interviews with the students, I know that they all come from small to medium-

sized urban communities (up to 50,000 inhabitants). Their parents have up to 3 years of 
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post-secondary education. The students attended either an upper secondary school or a 

business college before university, and generally chose their programme for its marketing 

aspect, or for the fact that it is taught in English. None of them mention specific future 

jobs as reasons for choosing the programme. Some do not know what they want, and 

might just as well have chosen another programme in another field. The students are 

unsure about what the programme may lead to, and what they want to use it for after 

graduation. 

Annett has the best-educated parents in the group and is the only student with a 

parent with a master’s degree. She attended a German primary and lower-secondary 

school in Denmark, went to business college and took two years of clerical training 

abroad. Her lack of funds and a boyfriend in Denmark made her opt for taking a university 

degree in Denmark. She is not interested in a master's degree programme, as she considers 

it a waste of time. Instead, she wants to leave university with a BA degree and use her 

skills and knowledge of business to work her way up, preferably abroad. She has always 

worked and becomes restless when idle. 

Fanny’s parents have less than 3 years of further education. She attended business 

college and began to read law, which she left after a year, before starting her current 

programme of study. She does not have specific plans for her future.  

To obtain insight into Annett and Fanny’s encounters with the study practice, we 

will follow them using Dreier’s ‘conduct of everyday life’ (Dreier, 2009a) and his 

methodology for revealing individual opportunities in social practices (Dreier, 2007).  

Annett and Fanny’s conduct of everyday life  

Annett has a busy everyday life that includes an average of 15 hours of work in a shop 

per week, and approximately the same number of hours spent on studies, including 

classes.  
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To be honest, I have become really lazy and I'm so bad at reading. I need to improve 

next semester, because it will be more difficult. In the first semester I did my reading, 

in the second a bit less, actually almost not at all. I attended classes as best I could, 

but if I was busy, it was difficult, you see. And I ended up with really good grades 

anyway, because I know how to take advantage of the reading period. But during the 

semester I have to admit that I slack a bit … so an ordinary day would not involve 

that much reading. 

She spends her leisure time with the three students with whom she shares a flat, her study 

group and other friends from university, her family and her boyfriend, who lives 300 

kilometres distant. 

Fanny works an average of 12 hours per week and spends 28.5 hours per week on 

her studies. She has few friends, one of whom is from the university. She often helps her 

father, who is a disabled pensioner and divorced, and she seems to be the only family 

member who is there for him when he needs help. She does not feel that she has time to 

relax in front of the television, so she often spends her evenings studying.  

So, whereas Annett prioritises work and social relations over studying, Fanny 

works, but prioritises her studies. She has a strong sense of duty to both her studies and 

her family, which leaves her very little spare time. These two students seem to represent 

extremes with regard to the study practice. Both receive top marks in their exams.  

Annett and Fanny’s participation in the study practice 

For a student to be able to reproduce or change a practice, she must understand its 

possibilities. Given their different positions in the practice, the students also have 

different opportunities to contribute to the study practice (Dreier, 2007: 31) (Table 3, 

position) 

Annett knows how to reproduce this study practice. She realizes that she can easily 

keep up with her peers – almost without doing any reading outside class during the 
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semester, which leaves her with time to work. She skips lessons when she thinks she can 

spend her time better in some other way. She is one of the great users of ‘lige’, because 

studying is not that complicated for her. She also has a good study group that backs her 

up. Given her position in the practice, she has the potential for holding up the practice but 

also for contributing to its change.  

Fanny holds up other parts of the study practice. She is conscientious and directed 

in her studies: tasks must be executed correctly, and time must be spent on reading. She 

attends all her classes. Her relations with the other students are complicated. She has been 

disappointed by the contributions of the members of her study group, and therefore 

studies alone as much as possible and has only a few acquaintances among the other 

students.  As such, her position in the context is socially weaker than the one Annett 

holds. She would have liked to have more contact with her teachers. She is disappointed 

that, as a student, she is left to her own devices.  

[when we started at the university] we were just thrown into it as though we knew 

what it was all about. And… we didn't, and actually, I thought that they didn't care 

about me, because I didn't know where to look for help. 

 

It took me some time to find out that my teachers may care more about me than I 

thought (…) They want to help us with our learning tasks and such things...  

She clearly feels the consequences of her non-academic background and tends to over-

study because of her insecurity about how the system works. Thus, her position in the 

study practice allows her to hold it up, but she is probably not in a position to gather 

support from other students to promote a change.  

 

The existence of different positions in a context entails differences between individual 

practitioners’ participation and perspectives in it. When we use the first-person 
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perspective, we observe the context from the practitioners’ positions. (Dreier, 2007: 32). 

How do Annett and Fanny experience the study practice as a context for their 

participation? 

 Annett’s relation to the teachers is uncomplicated: Some are good, some are not, 

but it does not really affect her. She mentions the collective alienation reflected in the fact 

that the students do not talk to peers from other study classes in the lecture hall. In the 

study class, she feels comfortable, and participates, but she also observes that many of 

the others do not. She sees the alienation but is not affected. Instead, she analyses it and 

reacts by helping to organise social events. Her perspective is that she can complete her 

three-year course of study without bothering about the alienation. When asked whether 

she enjoys her studies, she answers: ‘Well yes, it’s nice!’ Thus, given her position in the 

context, Annett experiences it as relatively unproblematic.   

 Fanny is pleased about choosing her current programme. However, she has 

reservations about both the teaching and the study practice. Lecturers are not sufficiently 

structured in their presentations, they do not clarify their expectations of the students, 

they skim over difficult parts of the course material. In the study classes, there is too little 

structure and too much group work. The success of group work depends on the extent to 

which the teachers circulate among the groups. She does not think that she gets the 

feedback that she deserves, given the effort she puts into her work. In her case-based 

course, she prepares every lesson by discussing the case under examination-like 

conditions: 

I spend four hours each time! … and that is my general opinion about my work at 

the university – I put more effort into it than the effort behind what I receive in return. 

Fanny is rather preoccupied with the atmosphere among the students, which she finds 

decidedly oppressive – both in her study class and in the large class. Her main explanation 
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for the others’ reluctance to actively participate is that they are egoistic and do not want 

to share their knowledge with others. However, this is exactly what she herself does in 

her group:  

Some from my study group wanted us to work together, but I said that I didn’t want 

to, because I don’t need their input for my assignment.  

Similarly, she claims that the others do not want to socialise, but fails to do so herself: 

Nobody participates in them [the social events created by some of the students], and 

nobody is interested in getting to know each other.  

[Interviewer] Do you? 

No. 

Thus, her way of participating actually contributes to the poor atmosphere among the 

students. From her position in the context, the relatings in the study practice seem 

discouraging, perhaps even hostile, and she is somewhat caught up in them.  

 

A person develops her personal abilities to act in contexts through prior participation in 

social practices. (Dreier, 2007: 33) (Table 3, abilities) 

Annett clearly has social skills. She has found it is easy to establish contact with 

other people. Throughout her learning trajectory, she has used her time effectively. For 

instance, she spent her two sabbatical years on clerical training abroad. She can use this 

acquired skill set in the present context. As she spends two days a week working, she 

reads only when it is absolutely necessary. She skips unnecessary classes. She prepares 

the cases set for homework only to the extent necessary for participating in the class 

discussion. A master’s degree is a waste of time, a bachelor’s degree will do for her. She 

is an example of a learner who controls her personal learning trajectory. 
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Unlike Annett, Fanny has had disappointing experiences in at least three contexts: 

her parents’ divorce and her mother’s refusal to continue to help her disabled father; a 

rapid development of cliques in front of her eyes in her law studies programme and a 

repetition of this in her current programme; her current study group’s lack of directedness. 

Her experience of being unable to establish successful relationships in her life trajectory 

is part of her baggage. Studying is not part of her family’s practice, and she lacks the self-

assurance of young people coming from intellectual families. Whereas Annett rushes 

through the course material but likes to discuss it, Fanny feels that she has to acquire as 

much information as possible by reading much more than Annett, and by absorbing the 

lecturers’ words: 

I rely 100% on [the lecturers’] PowerPoint presentations and take notes for every 

single slide. It means a lot to me that the material I read at home is commented on, 

allowing me to take notes.  

There is quite a difference between the two students’ ability to cope with the study 

requirements, and the difference seems rooted in their participation in their respective 

trajectories of participation across contexts of practices.  

 

‘As a participant, a person must direct her actions and ground her intentions according to 

the scope of her particular, anticipated part in the practice of the context and to the 

consequences she wants or fears to come true’ (Dreier, 2007: 34). What can a particular 

student in this study practice do, and what will the consequences be? (Table 3, 

navigation). 

Annett knows that she is good at participating in class and group discussions. She 

knows that her group will accept that she builds on information only from the lectures 

and seldom from the course material when they discuss cases. She also knows that the 
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study group accepts her being often unable to participate in meetings after classes because 

of work. And, she can count on the group for exam preparation. They solve all these 

problems together because they like each other. She is not afraid of failing her exams or 

getting poor grades. With that baggage, she can invite the whole group of students to a 

social event without feeling defeated by the fact that only few turn up.  

For Fanny, collaboration is an obstacle.  She wants to prove that she does not need 

help with her learning process. She even rejects a simple piece of general advice such as 

to answer the easiest questions first during the examination: ‘I don’t want them to 

categorise me according to what I can and cannot do’. She is not good at participating in 

class dialogues, because her participation is not evaluated by the teachers and she feels 

exposed to the silent judgement of her peers. So, she keeps silent because her anticipation 

and fear of a negative response from them is stronger than her desire to receive feedback 

on her thoughts. 

 

Annett regards her studies as a context that she needs in her trajectory to build the life that 

she wants afterwards. Her trajectory so far shows that she is formed by challenging 

practices. She experiences the study practice from a position where she can read the 

possibilities that the study practice offers her: to be part-time student, to do only what is 

necessary here and now and share the understanding that active participation means 

risking making a fool of oneself. She does not subscribe to the general understanding of 

good teaching, but appreciates active participation and is not affected by the mentioned 

alienation. From that position, she is able to contribute to the amelioration of the norms 

surrounding how to relate – if she has time for it.  

Fanny does not connect her studies with a specific dream of a future life, but with 

a professional interest. She is also a good student. By her hard work, her way of 
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participating in the study practice is different from the majority’s. In contrast to Annett, 

she is not really thriving in her studies. She is locked in a relational position in which she 

focuses on what is wrong with the teachers and her fellow students. She only fits the study 

practice in her understanding of good teaching as good communication and by showing 

signs of alienation.  

Two perspectives on the students’ engagement with feedback 

In this section, I will, from a third-person perspective, focus on how the students in the 

described study practice engage with feedback, and from a first-person perspective, 

examine how the feedback practice affects Fanny and Annett’s engagement with 

feedback.  

To profit from feedback, students need to engage with it, as stressed by the social 

constructive engagement approach (Carless, 2015; Handley et al., 2011; Nicol and 

Macfarlane‐Dick, 2006). I define engagement with feedback as the extent to which 

students, through their participation in feedback practices, are directed towards the 

desired improvement. It involves their doings, sayings and relatings, and their feelings 

about the project.  

The students on this programme define feedback as information about their 

performance or understanding. Preferably, this information comes from a knowledgeable 

teacher. The students’ idea of the assessment criteria of the individual courses seems 

dominated by generic and technical aspects – the ability to apply theories and concepts to 

cases or the ability to follow a specific model for planning and reflecting on their choices 

– whereas they do not mention any learning goals when asked what it takes to write a 

good exam paper. My interviews with the students embrace all the kinds of feedback that 

they receive on their assignments. In addition to their responses to oral or written teacher 

feedback, engagement therefore also includes both their response to oral teacher feedback 
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on a written assignment offered in class discussions and their participation in two online 

peer-feedback set-ups in two different courses.  

  The students collect their feedback (Price et al., 2011) by attending almost all 

classes and feedback sessions and listening attentively, or by reading it online. Oral 

feedback is written up as notes or ‘stored’ in their heads. Before the final exam, the 

students may consult it.  

They say that they would not consider failing to hand in assignments or provide 

peer feedback. However, one of the two online peer-feedback set-ups shows that absences 

and low participation in peer feedback are more frequent than indicated in the interviews, 

when it does not make sufficient sense for the students to make the effort (this matter is 

to be addressed in an upcoming paper). This peer-feedback set-up seems external to the 

course, and omitting to participate is without consequences.  

The other peer-feedback shows that the students are eager to provide and receive 

feedback on a draft in a course that they find difficult. However, the students did not 

really trust the judgement of their peers. Nevertheless, they spend on average one hour 

on discussing how the quality of their fellow students’ drafts could be improved and how 

to consider the comments they received from them. They admitted that they learnt from 

the comments they received, from providing feedback and from seeing different ways of 

solving the task in question. The example shows that, as it makes good sense for the 

students to engage, they not only contribute to dialogues about quality but also take action 

on received feedback.  

In general, this study demonstrated an engagement with feedback that was in line 

with the study practice: The students eagerly collected their feedback, but only responded 

visibly when the situation required it from them, as it did in this peer-feedback.  
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To a certain extent, how the students engage with feedback may thus be explained 

by their general study practice. Teaching and feedback were roughly understood as 

information passed from the teacher–expert to students. In this perspective, it made 

perfect sense to not engage further with feedback if it was not required. In contrast, peer 

feedback intrinsically requires time and effort to be spent on it. This feature appealed to 

them, but it had to make sense in the context, otherwise, they considered it acceptable to 

not participate. In study groups that function well socially, peer feedback was a welcome 

learning activity, because it occurred in their defined safe space.  

Annett’s engagement with feedback aligns with the other students’ engagement 

with feedback. Feedback on a final text product is stored or remembered. To her, peer 

feedback is a useful learning activity, as she appreciates learning through active 

participation, especially with her study group. However, because the members of her 

study group are all busy with part-time jobs, providing peer feedback becomes more a 

matter of getting a job done than engaging in a learning activity.  

Fanny’s engagement with feedback differs from that of her fellow students in 

several ways. She takes notes on all the feedback she receives and uses it for later 

assignments. However, she finds peer feedback a challenge. She does not like to 

collaborate with her group, and as the other group members did not have the time to meet, 

she had to provide the feedback herself. The job was done, but she was left disappointed 

again about her position and participation in this practice. In the first peer feedback 

session mentioned above, she uploaded neither assignment nor feedback.  

Concluding remarks 

This paper demonstrates that individual students’ engagement with feedback is 

influenced by both their study practice and their personal trajectories. Feedback is a social 

practice, which is even more apparent in peer feedback. Individual opportunities for 
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participation depend not only on study and teaching practices, but also on how the student 

acts from her position in the context, what education means to her and how she conducts 

her everyday life.  

This paper has considered two contexts for the students’ engagement with 

feedback: their study practice and their individual life trajectories across social practices. 

Both of them influenced the students’ engagement with feedback as patterns to be 

followed or changed, and the trajectories moreover as acquired abilities and experiences 

about learning and navigating practices.  In this perspective, context is not just ‘around' 

and determining, as the students are themselves co-creators and ‘carriers’ of the practices 

in which they participate.   

 The described study practice has at least three bearings on the students’ 

engagement with feedback. The first is the preference for doing only what is necessary. 

The second is the relational dimension of the practice which is strong and may hinder the 

students’ engagement with a feedback practice characterised by much more collective 

and group-based teacher feedback and peer feedback than individual teacher feedback. 

The third is a general understanding of teaching and feedback as transmission only, and 

the students’ role as more or less passive receivers.  

 Given the foregoing findings, this paper turned to a first-person perspective. 

Individual students’ ways of participating differed, owing to their different experiences 

and the abilities they had acquired through participation in earlier and concurrent 

practices. One student needed to be assigned a peer feedback to engage.  She enjoyed the 

collaborative aspect of it but was probably still too busy to really learn from the activity. 

To the other, the collaborative aspect was an obstacle for learning. She was both a victim 

and a contributor to the alienation among the students and made her way alone. Instead, 
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she was one of those who used transmitted teacher feedback by taking notes and using 

them in subsequent assignments.  

 The contexts studied in this paper are unique, because they are specific and 

situated in one programme of study. In such a case study, the findings are not directly 

generalisable, which could be considered a limitation. However, researching situated 

contexts as I have done here allows us to dig deeper and reach an understanding of what 

is going on. What we learn about the study practice and the feedback practice will then 

make sense to the readers who recognise many of these features in students in other 

programmes.  

Two perspectives may be identified from the insights in this paper. The first 

perspective is that students have a normative context to which they are the main 

contributors. Before discussing how to change feedback into forms that invite students to 

increased engagement, it is necessary to consider the students’ study practice as it exists 

in time and place. Teachers and educational developers must realise that there are ways 

of studying that are characteristic of certain programmes. They need to develop an 

analytical perspective to be able to respond to this practice. And, they need to respond, 

because engagement with feedback will stay the same unless there are substantial 

transformations of the practices that reproduce engagement. Change will require new 

ways of understanding, new modes of action and new ways in which students and teachers 

relate to each other. Therefore, responding to such changes requires educational staff and 

administration to agree on how they want to socialise the students. Second, an 

understanding of how students’ trajectories and everyday lives define their opportunities 

and aspirations in the study practice should start a discussion about how individual 

students may be supported differently in their studies. This paper suggests that 
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educational staff and administration develop closer contact between teachers and 

students, systems of mentoring and systematic support to study groups. 
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